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Abstract
This research study considers third-level student experiences of ePortfolio use during
their education. Digital pedagogical tools provide educators with an authentic mode of
assessment that presents a holistic view of student learning both inside and outside the
classroom. ePortfolios are a digital pedagogical tool associated with the enhancement of
the student learning experience and have received increased attention within the higher
education sector; particularly during the Covid 19 restrictions where they offered
educators an alternative mode of assessment to the traditional paper-based assessment.
The purpose of this study was to identify the main challenges undergraduate students
face when engaging with ePortfolios within their third-level curriculum at MTU (Kerry)
and to examine how their experience with ePortfolios could be enhanced in the future.
This study addresses a gap in the literature that exists regarding student experiences of
ePortfolio within an Irish HEI context.

A mixed-methods research design was used to gain a deeper understanding of the
student experience. Adopting a triangulated approach, two research tools employed in
this study were a university-wide online questionnaire (n=72) and five semi-structured
interviews. Data from this study was analysed using SPSS (V26) and NVivo (V12)
software. This study used both descriptive and inferential statistical analysis to examine
the data collected. Findings demonstrated that the process of creating an ePortfolio
enables students to evaluate and reflect on their learning processes, leads to an
improvement in digital literacy skills, and encourages creativity compared to traditional
written assignments. The main challenges identified by students were lack of time to
engage in ePortfolio development, the amount of time needed to create the ePortfolio
and lack of technical support. Key findings from this research can be applied to
teaching and learning in Munster Technical University (MTU -Kerry Campus) and will
provide insight into how ePortfolios are better supported and implemented.
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Chapter One

Introduction

This chapter introduces the research topic and provides a rationale for the study. It
outlines the background to the study and presents an overview of the research aims
and objectives. This chapter concludes with an outline of the subsequent chapters of
this thesis.

1.1

Overview of the research topic

An electronic portfolio (ePortfolio) refers to “ an evolving electronic/online resource
that acts to record, store and archive the artefacts of learning and reflection for an
individual learner” (Hallam et al. 2008, p.1). ePortfolios are gaining increasing
interest in the educational arena. Some commentators have referred to ePortfolios as
an “innovative technology” that “possesses a multitude of possibilities previously
unknown” and that the ePortfolio offers “21st century solutions with seemingly
limitless potential” (Chatham-Carpenter, Seawel & Raschig, 2010, p.451). Nagle,
O’Connell & Farrelly (2019, p.1) suggest that “discourses and initiatives to enhance
teaching and learning (T& L), a renewed focus on curricula, and an emphasis on lifelong learning have all contributed to this interest”. ePortfolios can be used for
multiple purposes within the higher education sector such as the enhancement of
student learning, to “conduct authentic program/institutional assessment, support
students as they prepare for future careers, and meet certification standards”
(Chatham-Carpenter, Seawel, & Raschig, 2010, p.437). ePortfolios also provide a
good fit with local, national, and European e-learning strategies and are increasingly
“becoming part of national policy frameworks and international developments”
(Gerbic, Lewis & Northover, 2009, p.327).
Ravel (2006, p.xxix) commented that ePortfolios are “effecting a quiet revolution in
the world of learning.” ePortfolios generate learning by providing students with the
opportunity to critically evaluate and reflect on their own work and the work of others
and to make connections between different courses, assignments, and activities
(ePortfolios Explained: Theory and Practice | Centre for Teaching Excellence, 2022).
Academics who use ePortfolios for assessment purposes, are provided with an
3

opportunity to gain a deeper insight into their student’s learning and to become more
involved with their students learning (Emmett, 2011).
Students' perceptions of ePortfolios are influenced by how the technology is managed
by their HEI and in turn the academic departments. (Hubert, 2016). The presentation
of an ePortfolio to students as “a digital tool that is inherently beneficial without
justification or explanation, is unlikely to engender acceptance and/or effective use”
(Nagle, O’Connell & Farrelly, 2019, p.10). A study by Scully et al (2018, p.iii) led
them to conclude that “simply requiring students to use learning portfolios will not
necessarily foster the desired outcomes.” The value placed on the use of ePortfolios
by faculty has a direct impact on student experiences of using the ePortfolio. It is
possible that if staff are resistant to using ePortfolios that this negative attitude may
transfer either implicitly or even explicitly onto the students (Nagle, O’Connell &
Farrelly, 2019).
In Ireland, Higher Education Institutions “serve an ever-growing and diverse student
body” with varying needs (Department of Education & Skills:National Strategy for
Higher Education to 2030, p.2.). For example, international students, mature students,
students who have been out of education for a number of years, and those with
limited access to technology outside of Higher Education. Therefore, it is evident that
a one-size-fits-all approach will not be effective in terms of providing the student
supports required to create and develop ePortfolios.
Regarding the implementation of ePortfolios, large scale studies can provide very
useful data but there is also a need to understand micro-level relationships. As Steve
Woolgar (2002, p.6) contends: “attention at the macro-level gives rather a little clue
as to how these technologies are actually used and experienced in everyday life,” thus
identifying the need for further research on the ground. This research aims to include
a wide range of views and disciplines, so the spectrum of technology enhanced
learning (TEL) expertise of the participants, will be a useful insight into the
experiences of students in terms of ePortfolio adoption and use.

1.2

Background to the Study

This study was conducted in MTU (Kerry Campus), a rural campus within a
Technological University, located in Tralee, Co. Kerry. It has three principal schools
4

of study i.e., School of Business, School of Science, Technology, Engineering &
Maths, School of Health & Social Sciences. MTU (Kerry Campus) currently has
3,500 full & part-time students. ePortfolios are currently used across the university,
however, a previous study conducted by Nagle, O’Connell & Farrelly (2019, p.1.) in
the same university, identified that the “use of ePortfolios had occurred in an organic
manner, often with little or no “official” support”.
In the pre-Covid environment, there had been a shift to alternative types of
assessments in the area of higher education, especially authentic types of assessment.
Authentic assessment is “a form of assessment in which students are asked to perform
real-world tasks that demonstrate meaningful application of essential knowledge and
skills” (Mueller 2011, p.3). According to Buyarski & Landis (2014, p.50)
“authenticity in assessment is based on the idea that a more representative evaluation
of a student’s learning is based on evidence that represents a reflective, intentional
timespan rather than arbitrary points in time.” Educators recognised the ePortfolio as
a digital tool that supported “a different approach to learning which was more
personalised, closely connected to workplace learning and provided evidence of
authentic assessment” (Maher & Gerbic, 2009, p.44). The potential for the use of
ePortfolios has also increased with advances in technology and increased
accessibility. There is no denying that Covid-19 has been a game-changer, and the
call for alternative modes of assessment has become far more urgent, particularly
with the abrupt switch to remote instruction. As we changed how we assessed,
ePortfolios provided an alternative to 'traditional' assessments.
However, there is a dearth in research about student experiences of ePortfolio within
an Irish HEI context. Undertaking this research can enable comparisons to be drawn
and lessons to be learnt from good practice regarding such areas as: in-class
implementation and institutional support. Evidence on whether or not the technology
enhances students’ educational experiences will be beneficial to the academic
audience responsible for the planning and implementation within a T&L setting, to
maximise their potential and limit difficulties that may arise.

5

1.3

Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study was to investigate using an exploratory case study
approach, students’ perspectives of ePortfolio implementation within their third level
curriculum in MTU (Kerry Campus). Capturing the difficulties experienced by those
directly engaged with the technologies in their learning is seen as a means of adding
to existing literature and further developing insights into digital learning tools. The
key gap in the knowledge base (Bryant & Chittum, 2013) that this project will fill is
the lack of understanding of the student experience, the challenges they face while
engaging with ePortfolios and the provision of recommendations to meet the
difficulties encountered. The research will also provide an insight into how
ePortfolios are best supported and implemented. There will also be opportunity to
apply some of the key findings of the research to teaching & learning in the
university.

1.4

Research aims and objectives

The principal aim of the research was to capture the perspectives of students in a
small HEI during the process of ePortfolio implementation within their third-level
curriculum. An understanding of the student experience of creating and developing an
ePortfolio was sought by asking the following questions:
1. What are the main challenges that students face when engaging with
ePortfolios within their HEI education?
It is anticipated that the identification of challenges faced by students throughout the
development process of their ePortfolio, will inform the necessary supports needed
for the effective implementation and creation of ePortfolios.
2. How can their experience with ePortfolios be enhanced?
Understanding the challenges that students encounter while creating an ePortfolio,
discovering perceived benefits of ePortfolio usage, along with identifying existing
supports and resources that students find useful in creating their ePortfolio, will
provide an insight into how ePortfolios are best supported and implemented and can
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further “refine the ePortfolio in terms of both technology and pedagogy” (Emmett,
2011, p.15).

1.5

Structure of Thesis

This study contains six chapters. Chapter One introduced the focus for this study, to
capture the perspectives of students during the process of ePortfolio implementation
within their third level curriculum. There is a gap in understanding within the Irish
HEI context regarding student experiences of the ePortfolio process. This study
provides insights into the benefits and challenges of ePortfolio use for students in
third level education and identifies ways in which their experience with ePortfolios
can be enhanced.
Chapter Two reviews the existing literature and research associated with the use of
ePortfolios in higher education in an Irish and in a wider context. Firstly, this chapter
provides a definition for an ePortfolio and examines the different types of ePortfolio
along with their uses. Secondly, it looks at the benefits and challenges of using
ePortfolios in higher education, from the perspective of both educator and student, as
well as at an institutional level. Finally, strategies for successful implementation are
considered.
Chapter Three describes the research context and examines the research methodology
used in this study. It outlines the realist research paradigm and the exploratory case
study approach that was adopted for this study. This chapter describes the methods of
data collection including the online questionnaire and the student semi-structured
interviews. The research design, data analysis and ethical considerations are also
discussed. Reflections on the research process are included in the final section of this
chapter.
Chapter Four presents the findings that emerged in this research, following data
analysis of the online questionnaires, interview transcripts from the semi-structured
interviews and open-ended responses. These findings explore the following themes:
student experiences of using an ePortfolio in the context of teaching and learning;
Technology and digital literacy skills; Student perceptions of useful supports and
resources for creating an ePortfolio; Student perspectives on the construction process
of an ePortfolio; Student perspectives on sharing their ePortfolio with prospective
7

employers; Enhancement of ePortfolio experience and student suggestions on future
supports needed for ePortfolio development.
Chapter Five provides a discussion of the main findings from this study. This chapter
discusses the student experiences of using an ePortfolio in the context of teaching and
learning; outlines the platforms used by students to create their ePortfolio; outlines
student perceptions of useful supports and resources for creating an ePortfolio;
discusses student perspectives on the construction process of the ePortfolio; outlines
student perspectives on sharing their ePortfolio with prospective employers and
examines how student experiences with ePortfolios can be enhanced. It further
expands on these findings by linking and evaluating the research outcomes with the
literature reviewed.
Chapter Six is the concluding chapter. It draws together the findings from the study
and presents the main contributions of this research. This chapter concludes with a set
of recommendations for practice, policy and possible areas for future research along
with reflections on the research process.
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Chapter Two – Literature Review
This chapter presents the literature review. The aim of this study is to capture the
perspectives of students during the process of ePortfolio implementation in MTU
(Kerry Campus). However, the experiences of the students are not independent of the
educators or host organisation. Therefore, this literature review explores the benefits
and challenges of ePortfolio use and strategies for successful implementation at (i)
institutional (ii) educator and (iii) student level.
The literature review begins with an examination of the various definitions of
ePortfolio that exist in the current literature. It then outlines the different types of
ePortfolio and the purposes for which they are created. The next section explores the
benefits and challenges of ePortfolio use in higher education at institutional, educator
and student level. The final section of the literature review examines strategies for
successful implementation of ePortfolios for the institution, educator, and student.

2.1 Introduction
The ePortfolio has been described as an “evaluative and pedagogical tool that can
foster student learning and success” (Mueller & Bair, 2018, p.1). Walz (2006, p.194)
points out that if ePortfolios are used to their full potential they have the ability “to
transform higher education by placing students at the centre of their learning, better
prepared to draw connections across subject matters and across the many realms of
student life.” ePortfolios have recently been identified as the eleventh high impact
practice in higher education (Watson et. al. 2016). Kuh et al. (2018, p.8) described
high impact practices as an umbrella term which refers to “certain educationally
effective activities associated with unusually positive benefits for the undergraduate
students who participate in one or more of them.” In recent years, the use of
ePortfolios as a digital learning and assessment tool has attracted increasing interest
by institutions of higher education in Ireland to support student learning (Nagle,
O’Connell & Farrelly, 2019). Electronic portfolios have several advantages in
comparison to paper portfolios, such as enabling students to “record, catalogue,
retrieve and present reflections on experiences and artefacts, such as photos,
documents or videos that support the development of graduate capabilities” (Emmett,
2011, p.212). ePortfolios are thought to provide “credible evidence of student
9

achievement as well as informing policy and practice at every level of the education
system” (Barrett, 2005, p.3).
Thanaraj (2012, p.28) states that “there is a lack of research on student perceptions of
the value of the ePortfolio to their learning.” Prior to gaining an understanding of the
impact that the use of ePortfolios has on teaching and learning (Tzeng & Chen,
2012), it is necessary to gain an understanding of whether students perceive
ePortfolios’ functions to be important and how the students are interested in using
these functions.

2.2 What is an ePortfolio and what are the different types of
portfolios?
The following section explores the definition of an ePortfolio and examines the
different types of ePortfolio.
2.2.1 What is an ePortfolio?
The concept of a portfolio has evolved over time, from its origins as a folder that
showcased the work of artists to the present day where it is considered a form of
assessment in higher education (Farrell, 2020). With major advances in technology
and educational technology becoming an important part of mainstream higher
education, portfolios have “evolved from paper to electronic” and “spread around the
world” (ibid.p.1).
Portfolios can be difficult to define because they take many forms along with
fulfilling a variety of functions. Although ePortfolios can be characterised diversely
in different circumstances, all ePortfolios “share a certain coherent core” and are used
for very similar reasons (Tzeng & Chen, 2012, p.165). These reasons include
documenting the student’s progress towards certain goals or standards and recording
the processes of learning and reflection, so the student is aware of the quality and
effectiveness of their learning (ibid.).
Chen & Black (2010, p.1) refer to an ePortfolio as being “multifaceted” and suggest
that an ePortfolio can be “a technology, a pedagogical approach, and a process as well
as a product.” A study by Farrell et al. (2021, p.103) indicates that the majority of
Irish Higher Education ePortfolio practice centres around “assessment, placement and
10

to collect evidence of graduate attributes” and that the majority of Irish HEI’s are at
the early stages of ePortfolio adoption.
For some, an ePortfolio is defined in technical terms with Lorenzo & Ittelson (2005,
p.2), defining an electronic portfolio as a “digitised collection of artefacts, including
demonstrations, resources, and accomplishments that represent an individual, group,
or institution.” Others see it as an online tool that supports students in gathering and
documenting work samples as evidence of their learning (DeNatale, 2013). Some
commentators, such as Zubizaretta (2012), focus on how the process of creating a
learning portfolio can help students become reflective learners, who gain a deeper
understanding of the changes that have occurred in their thinking and learning
throughout their learning journey. Corley & Zubizarretta (2012, p.65) define a
learning portfolio as: “The learning portfolio provides a vehicle for bringing together
judiciously selected samples of students’ work and achievements inside and outside
the classroom for authentic assessment over time. A typical learning portfolio may
include both academic materials and personal profiles and may designate some of its
contents as public or private. The learning portfolio, then, becomes more than a
product, a simple repository of artefacts; it becomes a process of reflection, of
organizing, prioritizing, analysing, and communicating one’s work and its value,
which may prompt insights and goals.”
Comparing to ePortfolio practice worldwide the adoption of ePortfolios by the Irish
higher education sector has happened at a slow pace. A survey on the awareness and
usage of ePortfolios by students in Higher Education in Ireland, revealed that 56% of
students did not use an ePortfolio as part of their studies and the 55% of students that
did use an ePortfolio had been doing so for less than a year (ePortfolio Hub, 2016).
Farrell (2018, p.154) suggests that the slow pace of ePortfolio adoption within the
Irish Education sector is “due to three factors: a lack of government policy drivers; no
distinct Irish ePortfolio community; and a scarcity of funding.”
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2.2.2 Types of ePortfolio
Greenberg (2004) refers to three different types of ePortfolio each having a different
purpose (i) a showcase eportfolio (ii) a structured ePortfolio and (iii) a learning
ePortfolio.
A showcase eportfolio enables the author to showcase specific examples of work
and provide evidence of skills and achievements (Greenberg, 2004). This type of
eportfolio is designed to support employment applications and is a “best evidence”
collection of documents and artefacts selected by the students to demonstrate their
achievements and professional growth (Huang, 2006, p.519).
In academic settings, a structured eportfolio may be used specifically for
demonstrating competency on predetermined requirements set by an accrediting
agency or institution of higher education (Stevenson, 2006). With this type of
ePortfolio it is necessary that the criteria outlining the requirements for the
components of the ePortfolio and the tool to be used for assessment be readily
available (ibid.).
A third type of portfolio that may be used in higher education institutions is the
learning eportfolio. A learning eportfolio is an assessment and reflection tool used to
comprehensively illustrate student learning (Zubizaretta, 2009). Compared to the
showcase and structured ePortfolios the learning ePortfolio is more student directed
and are less rigid in their design (Stevenson, 2006). According to Greenberg (2004,
p.34), ) “the organization of a learning ePortfolio is dynamic and the organization of
work evolves over time as tasks are identified, worked on, and completed in response
to the author’s changing interests, requirements, and understanding.” The learning
eportfolio is an exhibit of what the student has learned, but as it adopts a studentcentred approach in the creation of the ePortfolio emphasis is placed on the processes
involved in compiling the portfolio, as well as the finished product (Stevenson, 2006).
This format allows the student to develop reflective and critical thinking skills (ibid).
2.2.2.1 Platforms used to create ePortfolios

A variety of free or inexpensive ePortfolio tools are available to educational
institutions, which allow them to “explore and refine the purpose of their ePortfolio
program” (Meyer, 2016, p.1). . There are several social media platforms which serve
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as electronic portfolio containers, the most common include Wordpress, Weblogs,
Google Sites and Weebly (Denton & Wicks, 2013). Innovative Web 2.0 tools like
blogs, wikis, discussion forums and file sharing, depict learning spaces where
students and educators can work together (Casanovas,2010). Weblogs have rapidly
gained popularity since the late 1990s. A Weblog is like a personal journal, which
offers the user ways of presenting and documenting aspects of their own lives and to
communicate reflective thoughts on various topics to viewers on the Web. Weblog
authors learn to reflect on their thoughts and experiences and develop better selfawareness and critical-thinking abilities. Weblogs and ePortfolios share features that
allow people to engage in activities such as documentation, self-expression,
reflection, and communication (Tzeng & Chen, 2012).
Some learning management systems also contain built-in ePortfolio tools that can be
used as a starting point (ibid.). ePortfolios can also be created using specialised
software (see Table 1 below). Mahara is an open source ePortfolio platform which is
“one of the most utilised platforms globally” (Farrell, 2019, p.84).

Table 1 ePortfolio Software and year developed

ePortfolio Software
Mahara
Pathbrite
PebblePad
FolioSpaces

Year developed
2008
2008
2004
2008

2.3 What are the benefits of ePortfolios in HEI’s?
The following section examines the benefits of using ePortfolios (i) at institutional
level (ii) to educators and (iii) to students.

2.3.1 Benefits at Institutional level
Tosh (2005) summarised three benefits of ePortfolio use in institutions of higher
education (i) as a learning tool for students (ii) as a monitoring tool for institutions
and (iii) a mechanism for employment opportunities.
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ePortfolios can play an important role in supporting colleges and universities in the
“facilitation and documentation of authentic learning experiences” (Reese & Levy,
2009, p.3). Authentic learning focuses on real-world problems and their solutions and
uses strategies such as “role-playing exercises, problem-based activities, case studies
and participation in virtual communities of practice” (ibid.). Chen & Black (2010,
p.11) point out that ePortfolios provide evidence of student learning in a way that “is
digitally rich and provides authentic meaning because it represents the education that
students have not only received but also how they have interpreted it and made it
relevant for themselves.”
Digital artifacts with reflection are added to an ePortfolio by students as evidence of
learning and some higher education institutions “utilise this information to evaluate
their current programs” (Chatham-Carpenter, Seawel & Raschig, 2010, p.439).
ePortfolios provide a way to “archive and access student work” (Reese & Levy, 2009,
p.3) which can provide “departments, institutions and review boards with direct
measures to assess a course or program” (Chatham-Carpenter, Seawel & Raschig,
2010, p.439.). Heads of departments can use ePortfolios to evaluate their students’
strengths and weaknesses and make changes to the curriculum if necessary to allow
students achieve the desired learning outcomes (Reese & Levy, 2009).
The use of ePortfolios as an assessment strategy may be particularly suitable for
technological universities as they have many degrees with strong placement
components. A study by Juznic & Pymm (2010, p.5) suggests that the ePortfolio
offers “considerable benefits as a tool for students’ use and through which
supervisors can readily monitor progress.” The same authors also noted that
ePortfolios maintained throughout the whole course lead to “an improved relationship
between students and their learning both within the formal educational context and
out in the workplace.” A publication by JISC (2019) suggests that “a wide range of
tools and platforms for e-portfolio-based learning are being explored to benefit
learners on apprenticeship programmes whose dual work/study commitments argue
for an efficient approach to evidence collection.”
ePortfolios can be used by higher level institutions to showcase professional
standards. This is especially true for certain disciplines such as nursing education or
educator education programs where “professional organisations set up competencies
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which students must meet to be licenced and for specific academic programs to be
accredited” (Chatham-Carpenter, Seawel & Rasching, 2010, p.439). Creating an
ePortfolio provides students with the opportunity to showcase “achievement of these
standards in a creative and innovative way” (ibid.).
Mitchell et al. (2021, p.82) state that “enhancing graduate employability is a key
educational role of universities” and they also point out that ePortfolios are
“increasingly being used in university degrees to showcase graduate employability.”
An ePortfolio provides evidence of a student’s skills and abilities in both educational
and extra-curricular activities (Ferns & Comfort, 2014). The student ePortfolio can
“evolve” and continue to support the “individuals professional growth after
graduation” and it also provides opportunity for the university “to stay connected
with students after they graduate” (Reese & Levy, 2009, p.4).
An important factor for higher education institutions to consider when evaluating the
potential benefits of implementing ePortfolios is the characteristics of students
entering colleges and universities today (Tosh et al.2006). Aalderink & Veuglers
(2006, p.358) refer to these students as “net generation students.” Today’s learners
“have been surrounded by digital technology since their birth; ever since, their
“everyday life and practices have been entwined with social media, smart phone,
tablet, and Internet use. Digital technology has been thoroughly embedded with how
they live and learn”(Iivari, Sharma & Venta-Olkkonen, 2020, p.1). ePortfolios can
help universities and colleges to connect with “today’s undergraduates who feel
comfortable communicating through multiple media and publishing their experiences
on sites such as YouTube and Facebook” (Reese and Levy, 2009, p.3)
ePortfolios allow the user to access and develop their material from any computer
with an internet connection. With proper security and backup measures, the contents
of the ePortfolio can be safely accessed for as long as the user requires them. This can
be particularly valuable for learners moving between institutions or places of
employment (Dalziel, Challen & Sutherland, 2006). The importance of
“interoperability and standards in the design of ePortfolio software” has been
identified by Lorenzo & Ittelson (2005, p.9). Emmett (2011, p.130) states that these
standards are key to ensuring that the ePortfolio systems used by institutions of higher
education meet “user expectations for portability and adaptability.”
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As students transition from institution to institution or as professionals, their
ePortfolio requires “a standard of interoperability if moved from one system to
another” (Emmett, 2011, p.130). Shon (2011, p.37) also advocates that the use of
ePortfolio standards or specifications provides “interoperability to ePortfolio
management systems so that users of the systems do not have to consider a variety of
ePortfolio forms.”

2.3.2 Benefits to Educators
The use of portfolios as an assessment tool emerged in the late 1980’s and was
mainly used in college writing classrooms as a way of “addressing the needs for
accountability” (Barrett, 2005, p.2). Over forty years later, the Covid 19 pandemic
has “accelerated the adoption of alternative assessment approaches such as eportfolio
in higher education” due to the abrupt pivot by institutions to remote instruction
(Farrell et al, 2021, p.91). Face to face examinations were no longer possible and
alternative forms of assessment such as the ePortfolio were embraced (ibid).
According to Jankowski (2020, p.17) “the Covid 19 remote learning experience
helped get the conversations started about improving assessment practices to be about
learning.” Faculty also started to shift from “surface level assessments that students
could easily answer from outside sources” to assessments that required “more critical
thinking skills and assessed more than just facts” (ibid.). Guangul (2020, p.523)
suggest that ePortfolios enable faculty “not only to observe what students know and
can do, but also to indicate how students learn through their reflections.”
It is the “recognition that learning occurs beyond the classroom that makes
ePortfolios attractive to many educators” (O’Keeffe & Donnelly, 2013, p.3). Maher &
Gerbic (2009, p.44) suggest that ePortfolios can provide educators with “rich pictures
of student learning and competencies.” One of the main strengths of the ePortfolio
as a pedagogical tool is in its ability to allow the learner to “weave his learning story
from academic and social threads” (Gordon, 2017, p.113). Aside from academic
grades the ePortfolio provides a more holistic view of the students learning journey
(Portfolium, 2017). The ePortfolio is regarded as a teaching tool that helps to make
“the learning process more visible to the students themselves” as well as developing
higher order thinking skills (Eynon, Gambino & Torok, 2017, p.98). The curation of
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learning artefacts that are collected over a period of time and in various settings,
provide students with the opportunity to reflect on and examine their learning (ibid.).
Educators can use an ePortfolio as a monitoring tool to assess student’s learning and
to identify their strengths and weaknesses (Hsieh, Chen & Hung, 2015). Along with
monitoring student progress and performance, the ePortfolio allows educators to
provide feedback in written or digital format using the ePortfolios chat or comment
features. Through a review of the student ePortfolio entries, educators can provide
advice to struggling students on how to achieve their learning goals or advise a
student that is performing well on how to further develop their skills (Portfolium,
2017).

2.3.3 Benefits to Students
According to John Dewey “we do not learn from experience…we learn from
reflecting on experience” (1933, p.78). This reflective thinking requires higher order
thinking skills and during the reflection process students need to use a combination of
analysis, evaluation, and creation (Brokhart, 2010). The importance of this process is
outlined by Zubizarreta (2009, p.xxv) when reasoning that reflection is at the “very
heart of the learning portfolio” and helps students to gain a deeper understanding of
their own learning.
According to Perlman et al. (2011) two essential components that are necessary for
the construction of successful portfolios are (i) the opportunity for reflective thinking
(ii) the development of a relationship between the student and the educator.
ePortfolios support reflective learning through the storage and analysis of artefacts
and writing prompts (Barrett, 2005). Artefacts can include assignments from previous
coursework, images showing participation in an event, narratives describing
internship experiences. Tosh et al.,(2006, p.32) refer to an ePortfolio as a “digital
identity” where learners use portfolios for evaluating their own learning and are
often required to include artefacts as evidence or proof of achievement Structured
questions or prompts facilitate quality writing for this type of entry such as (i)
description of the artefact (ii) description of how the artefact shows evidence of
meeting related professional standards (iii) assessment of competence gained from
the experience (iv) analysis of impact on professional effectiveness (Denton &
Wicks, 2013). A “critical component” of the learning portfolio is the students’
17

reflection on how their chosen artefacts provide evidence of achieving specific goals
and outcomes (Barrett 2005, p.2). This evidence then needs to be “validated by a
trained evaluator” using a rubric containing specific and identifiable criteria (ibid.
p.7).
EPortfolios are digital tools designed to manage information (Walz, 2006) and
therefore students need to develop information management skills i.e. technological
and organisational skills as well as an understanding of how to obtain, evaluate, use,
and categorise information. The development of these skills is an important aspect of
ePortfolio use which allows them to develop information management and computer
skills (ibid.).
Barrett (2001) identified three key practices for information management by students
(i) collection – students gather and save information (ii) students need to review and
evaluate information (iii) reflection- students become reflective learners through
evaluating and documenting their growth over a period of time.
According to Walz (2006) an ePortfolio is more than just a tool for collecting and
storing artefacts and managing information. Students also develop communication
skills through the process of sharing artefacts with various audiences such as faculty
and prospective employers. Communication skills are also developed through
receiving feedback from educators on the development of their ePortfolio as this
facilitates dialogue between student and educator. Students are encouraged to clearly
articulate about what they have learned as well as identifying areas of improvement
and for further learning (Tosh et al. 2005).
Alexiou and Paraskeva (2010) have argued that the process that a student undergoes
while creating their ePortfolio proves to be of greater benefit than the final ePortfolio
product. ePortfolios are associated with the development of student ability to selfregulate their own learning and educators believe that ePortfolios allow students to
think critically and become active, independent, and self-regulated learners.
ePortfolios provide a forum for students to demonstrate their skills and learn in an
unconventional way that provides opportunities for reflection and creativity (Nagle,
O’Connell & Farrelly, 2019). The knowledge that students gain through engagement
with the reflective process and the self-awareness that can arise from thinking about
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personal growth and development could prove to be invaluable in a job-seeking
situation (Tosh et al.,2005).
When students perceive that they have choices about how they learn the subject
matter they become more engaged and motivated to move beyond simply acquiring
information to gaining an understanding of the subject. ePortfolios appear to offer this
opportunity to learners as it allows them to make connections between the learning
which occurs in different contexts i.e., academic, workplace and community (Tosh et
al. 2005). Acosta & Liu (2006, p.16) refer to a “dynamic student body” which
includes full time working students who return to college for many reasons including
the rapidly changing job market, professional development or economic necessity.
Mature students who are accessing higher education for the first time, developing soft
skills or a retired person returning to education for enjoyment time, all have varying
levels of experience with the use of technology. ePortfolios are better assessment
tools for students with both work and life experience. The development of an
ePortfolio should be seen as a lifelong process continuously adding to the quality of
their ePortfolio, through the addition of work, life and educational experiences (ibid.)
According to Tzeng & Chen (2012) the career commitment status of students in
higher education is a significant influence on their attitudes and intentions to use the
ePortfolio system. Research has shown that once people make the decision to pursue
a particular career path, they will most likely make an investment in that decision.
Three levels of career commitment have been identified (i) identity -diffusion status
which refers to people who have not made a commitment and are not concerned about
their career development (ii) moratorium- where people are still exploring options for
career development and (iii) identity achievement and foreclosure where people have
committed to a certain career-development path. Tzeng & Chen (2012) found that in
general, participants who were still exploring career options (moratorium) had the
highest levels of intention to use ePortfolios.

2.4 Challenges in the implementation of ePortfolios
The following section examines the challenges that (i) institutions (ii) educators and
(iii) students may encounter during the implementation process of ePortfolios.
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2.4.1 Challenges at an Institutional level
The development and implementation of ePortfolios in educational institutions
introduces challenges to the traditional educational system and to curriculum design.
ePortfolios promote both reflective and collaborative learning and therefore it is
important that changes to curriculum design must match the collaborative learning
that is promoted through the use of ePortfolios (Acosta & Liu, 2006). It is important
to develop a curriculum that will help the students to succeed in a collaborative
learning environment e.g., students involved with projects in the workplace and
community rather than on campus. New teaching methods and models of learning
will emerge because of changes to the curriculum. The traditional college lecture
format and rote learning does not adequately meet the needs of students involved in
community projects or entering the workplace for the first time. Educators must
create an environment that helps students to develop and practice skills that are
required for effective communication and collaboration (ibid.). In today’s learning
environment effective educators use mixed methods of teaching e.g lectures,
classroom activities, online assignments, and student discussion boards. Educational
institutions are adopting student centred approaches to learning and using digital tools
to allow their students to engage more with problem-based and project-based learning
and as well as collaborative learning with their peers. Learning in the twenty-first
century places emphasis on the development of students as “independent thinkers,
problem-solvers and decision makers” (Silva, 2009, p.630).
Current absence of policy in ePortfolio implementation nationally and at HEI level is
evident. As a result of this absence of policy, the facilitation required to support the
adoption of educational technology is often absent within Higher Education both at
institutional and departmental level (Nagle, O’Connell, Farrelly, 2019). By
comparison several UK government initiatives have been developed to “drive HEI’s
towards the adoption of ePortfolio facilities for students” (Dalziel et.al. P.370).
Organisational issues regarding the implementation process at institutional level are
also evident. Institutionalisation of change begins at a personal level and can only
occur if the conditions are established for long-term support of the initiative. The
more individuals and organisations that possess the right independent variables
(greater innovation-related needs and abilities) the more the IT innovation will be
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adopted i.e., greater frequency, earliness, or extent of adoption (Casanovas, 2010). In
institutions of higher education ePortfolios are usually introduced at grass root level.
One educator may incorporate an ePortfolio in their program and over time is able to
provide evidence of program learning outcomes through the use of ePortfolio and
therefore will recommend using ePortfolios to their colleagues. As more educators
become involved this will help to develop a more unified approach to using
ePortfolios in various programs (Carleton University, 2017). Allowing “bottom-up”
developments such as this “ad-hoc e-portfolio development” without integrating “topdown policy” can result “in diverse levels of activity and can restrict growth of
technology integrations and innovation” (Nagle, O’Connell & Farrelly, 2019, p.331).
2.4.2 Challenges to Educators
Use of ePortfolios in higher education has increased steadily in recent years but
educators feel that they are “excessively overburdened with workload” and that they
are “lacking in requisite training” (Wang & Jeffrey, 2017, p.1455) The additional
workload involved in using an ePortfolio e.g., downloading documents, training
students, creating assessment rubrics when added to an “already full academic
workload” caused issues in terms of securing academic buy-in and were identified as
a challenge to ePortfolio adoption (Nagle, O Connell & Farrelly, 2019, p.333; Farrell
et al. 2021). Educators also face challenges in ensuring rigour in the assessments
particularly when assessing the creative assessments of the ePortfolio, resulting in
additional demands on their time to create assessment rubrics (Nagle, O Connell, &
Farrelly, 2019)
Numerous studies including Farrell et al. (2021) and a survey by ePortfolio Hub
(2016) identified lack of technical and pedagogical support, lack of time to engage in
ePortfolio development as well as the absence of an institutional ePortfolio platform
as challenges to ePortfolio adoption. Hoven et al. (2021, p.159) suggest that if “high
impact practices represented by ePortfolio integration are to be adopted across higher
education institutions”, then faculty need pedagogical support e.g teaching and
learning unit to help them align how to use an ePortfolio to achieve the learning
outcomes from their course. There needs to be clear alignment with course outcomes
and learning outcomes in order for faculty to buy-in to using an ePortfolio as part of
their course (Carleton University, 2017).
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Professional development is also regarded as a “critical component in reflective
ePortfolio pedagogy” (Hoven et al., p.160). A study by Nagle, O’Connell & Farrelly
(2019, p.333) indicated that the educators themselves “need upskilling to engage with
new educational technologies.” Without formal professional development to help
prepare for using ePortfolios, faculty members adopt a “self-directed approach”
which includes exploring online resources, networking with colleagues, reading
relevant literature, experimenting with the platform and “sometimes learning
alongside the students” (Hoven et al.2021, p.160).
The implementation and adoption of ePortfolios has been reported as “quite uneven”
within Irish higher education institutions (Farrell et al., 2021, p.89). The integration
of technological initiatives such as the ePortfolio has “formed organically” and
remains localised within specific faculties/departments or programs” (Nagle,
O’Connell & Farrelly, 2019, p.330).Without a clear institutional strategy and “the
support of good practice in the integration of technology, educators are left isolated,
to find their own way and deal with any consequences that may result from poorly
implemented initiatives” (Nagle, O Connell & Farrelly, 2019, p.330)
Although support and training in the use of learning portfolio technology is a
necessary component for effective implementation, technology can become “the
scapegoat for failed initiatives that are actually a result of conceptual shortcomings in
the way learning portfolios are understood and implemented” (Scully, O’Leary &
Brown, 2018, p.15). A study by Farrell et al (2021, p.102) found that a “lack of
awareness of the affordances of ePortfolios by staff and students” was reported by
participants as a barrier to ePortfolio adoption.
2.4.3 Challenges to Students
In a study by Wang & Jeffrey (2017), the students identified the following challenges
with regard to their use of ePortfolios (i) poor competence in IT (ii) discomfort with
reflection on their learning (iii) students were unclear about the overall requirements
of the ePortfolio.
2.4.3.1 IT skills

Brown (2002, p.70) comments that “today’s digital kids think of ICT as something
akin to oxygen; they expect it, it’s what they breathe and it’s how they live.” It is
assumed that this group of students who have grown up with digital technology
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possess a certain level of digital skills. However, “digital competencies are typically
taken for granted and are hardly questioned” (Van Eylen & Deketelaere, 2018, p.1).
The same authors suggest that “while introducing ePortfolios in students’ educational
program, very little attention is paid on how digitally competent students really are”
(ibid. p.1). A study by Kennedy et al. (2007) found that although students are
confident users of mobile phones, email, and the web, few students use graphic and
video programs or web publishing. Kaminski, Seel & Cullen (2003, p.54) believe
that students arrive at “institutions somewhat unskilled and even insecure about those
technologies that are tied generally to course management or specifically to the
academic discipline.”
To create artefacts and an ePortfolio, students may require graphic skills along with
the necessary skills to create audio and video files (Emmett,2011). Therefore, the
student’s ability to use available digital tools correctly cannot be taken for granted
(Lust et al. 2011). Numerous studies indicate that student variation in computer skills,
issues with technology, and provision of adequate training and support all have a
significant impact on student perceptions of creating an ePortfolio ( Wuetherick &
Dickinson,2015; Janosik & Frank, 2013; O’Keeffe & Donnelly, 2013). Without the
appropriate level of training and support, students experience “significant frustration,
confusion and difficulties creating an eportfolio and this impacts very negatively on
their experience of learning with an eportfolio” (Farrell, 2019, p.120).
Students have also reported problems with using ePortfolio software, which range
from “lack of functionality” to “being too complicated” (Tosh, 2005, p.11). Students
often complain about the amount of time it takes to learn how to use the system and
the time it takes to customize the ePortfolio due to limited functionality. Some studies
have indicated that learners have difficulties with specific portfolio platforms. In one
study 75% of learners described the ePortfolio software PebblePad as being
“difficult” or “very difficult” to use (Scully, O’Leary & Brown, 2018, p.14). The
consequence of these challenges is that the students spent more time battling with the
technology trying to customise their portfolios, rather than using it for its intended
purpose (ibid).
2.4.3.2 Reflective thinking

Hallam & Creagh (2010, p.181) advocate that the process of creating an ePortfolio
“allows learners to move beyond what they have learned to consider how they have
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learned and to understand the connections inherent in the creative process of
learning.” However, students don’t naturally think in a reflective and integrative way
and initially require a lot of support to scaffold this type of thinking (Scully, O’Leary
& Brown, 2018). Riedinger (2006, p.95) suggests that educators “should be trained to
teach and assess reflection and portfolios.” Participants in a study by Nagle, O
Connell & Farrelly (2019, p.334) observed that students have difficulty with
reflection, and it was referred to as “a chore” by students. Bollinger & Shepherd
(2010) found that a lack of prior experience with reflective writing, significantly
impacted student perceptions regarding the integration of ePortfolios into their online
graduate-level course. A study by Jenson (2011) found that the participants showed a
clear lack of understanding of the process of reflection and therefore did not benefit
from using the learning portfolio. Learners also believe that there is too much focus
on the ability to write reflectively and that students with good writing skills are likely
to achieve the best grades for their portfolios (Scully, O’Leary & Brown, 2018).
2.4.2.3 Need for clarity of purpose of the ePortfolio

“Learners need to comprehend fully the reasons why e-portfolios form part of their
curriculum” (JISC, 2019, p.17). According to Riedinger (2006, p.95) students who
are given “vague instructions about the goals and objectives of portfolios and
reflection may become confused, frustrated, and resistant to further reflection.”). A
study by O’Keeffe & Donnelly (2013) identified that not having a clear
understanding of the purpose of the ePortfolio or what was to be included in the
ePortfolio for assessment purposes, as challenges to students in creating their
ePortfolio. Kimball (2005) identifies that lack of clarity about the purpose of the
ePortfolio can lead to student disengagement and dissatisfaction with the process.

2.5 Strategies for Successful Implementation
Wang & Jeffrey (2017) believe that are there are a number of conditions required for
the successful implementation of ePortfolios in the area of higher education: (i)
student willingness to use the ePortfolio system (ii) educator attitudes towards
ePortfolios as formative assessment of student achievement (iii) common ground of
stakeholders of an institution (iv) creating a classroom culture that is accepting of the
innovation. An important element of ePortfolio development and implementation is
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that all stakeholders are involved from the beginning of the initiative. This helps to
establish common ground regarding “the functional specifications, the key processes
and the selected tool” (Aalderink & Veuglers, 2006).
According to Shepherd and Hannafin (2011) institutions that have demonstrated the
successful implementation of ePortfolios provided learners with detailed handouts on
how to create and customise their portfolios. Students were also given access to
“model” portfolios from previous years and access to rubrics that faculty members
would use for assessment. An effective model shows the general structure of the
portfolio, such as number of pages and location of links, along with type and location
of add-on features, such as an archive and tag cloud. The characteristics of superior
portfolio entries, regarding format and content, are also shown through example
postings. (Denton & Wicks, 2013).
2.5.1 At institutional level
Graduate attributes refer to the professional skills, knowledge and abilities that
students develop “as a result of the learning & experiences they engage with, while at
university” (Graduate attributes | Student life | University of Stirling, 2022). MTU is
currently developing their strategic plan and intend to “build upon and expand on,
CIT (Cork Institute Technology)/ITT (Institute Technology Tralee) experience,
curriculum imperatives and digital developments to enable students to develop the
key graduate attributes and characteristics expected of its students on completion of
their studies” (www. hea.ie -Establishing the Munster Technological University,
2017, p.42).
According to McDermott-Dalton (2021, p.4) ePortfolios provide a platform for
students “to display their professional competencies and graduate attributes to
prospective employers.” Including graduate attributes as part of an institute-wide
ePortfolio implementation plan “could provide a focus that would unite all
stakeholders, since the premise of graduate attributes is that they have been agreed by
all those involved in the delivery of an educational experience within that institution”
(ibid. p.5).
The implementation of ePortfolios into a curriculum is dependent upon the staff and
students having the necessary technical skills, knowledge and an appreciation of the
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purpose and scope of the ePortfolio (Alexiou & Paraskeva, 2010). ePortfolio
implementation must be done thoughtfully and with a full suite of support
mechanisms for both the student and educator. Studies have shown that “poor
learning outcomes and negative perceptions of portfolio use in higher education
contexts are often attributed to a lack of understanding of the underlying pedagogical
processes of the learning portfolio” (Scully , O’Leary & Brown, 2018,
p.12).Educators who are creating online courses need both pedagogical and
technological professional development. The professional development should focus
on (i) proper use of educational technologies (ii) exposing faculty to prototype
projects that have been successful and (iii) provide experience with online
coursework from a student perspective (Graham et al., 2013). Institutions at the
adoption/early implementation stage of blended learning, put a lot of resources into
establishing appropriate course development processes along with pedagogical
training and faculty incentives to make the initiatives successful (ibid).
According to Tosh et.al (2005) one of the most important influences on whether
students view ePortfolio as a positive part of their learning experience is the value
placed on the use of ePortfolios by faculty and the institution. The approach taken by
students to their own learning is influenced by their educators’ approach to learning.
Enhanced learning was most evident in courses where the purpose of the learning
portfolio was made explicit and that course designers and educators demonstrated a
deep appreciation of the processes that a learning portfolio is intended to support
(Scully, O’Leary & Brown, 2018).
Tosh et al (2005) points to the need for alignment between the goals of those
implementing the use of ePortfolios and the technology to be used by the students to
carry out their ePortfolio work. Martin (2003) believes that there should be a move
from the traditional inputs-based measures of quality to measuring outputs in terms of
student opportunities and achievement. Institutional policy is necessary on which
standards and outcomes should be evaluated and guidelines on how this evaluation
should be conducted is also important (Graham, Woodfield & Harrison, 2013).
Providing incentives for adoption by faculty and staff has been shown to increase the
chances of successful implementation of blended learning (Graham, Woodfield &
Harrison, 2013). According to Martin (2003) faculty perceive online course
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preparation and delivery time to be greater than with traditional courses. The same
author offered several recommendations for incentives to encourage faculty to begin
implementing ePortfolios in their courses. These included financial compensation,
revaluation of credit weighting of online courses, adequate support system for
technical aspects and instructional design and release time for continued professional
development in relation to learning technologies.
The disciplines in which learning portfolios are implemented may be a factor that
influences the perceived usefulness of the ePortfolio. The skill of self-reflection is of
central importance for learners who are training in helping professions (Scully,
O’Leary & Brown, 2018). Wakimoto and Lewis (2014, p.53) surveyed seventy
student from the “helping professions fields of school counsellor and school
psychology education.”. The majority of these learners found the eportfolios useful
for reflecting on their competencies and in developing their technological skills. They
also reported that the portfolios gave them the opportunity to reflect on their work
and to showcase their skills and knowledge. Educator education is also embedded in a
culture of reflection. Educators are encouraged to continuously reflect on their
teaching methods and are taught that a reflective educator is an effective educator
(ibid.).

2.5.2 At Educator level
The ways that people learn has changed significantly over the past number of years
and this is linked to the advances in technology. Technology is regarded “as a major
factor influencing education today” (Winters, 2020, p.1). Students have increased
access to mobile phones, computers, tablets and free Wi-Fi (Carstens et al., 2021,
p.105). Students have many sources of information available to them such as the
internet, online libraries and social media to name but a few. According to Shea &
Parayitam (2019, p.1048) because of the advances in digital technology “the learning
environment in educational institutions has undergone radical change.” Educators are
expected to keep up to date with changes in technology and content and to
incorporate technology into student learning (Carstens et al., 2021) Studies have
consistently identified the need for faculty training as the one of the main factors that
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can influence the adoption of new technologies such as ePortfolios in higher
education (Chism, 2004).
Reflection is an important part of creating and developing an ePortfolio. It is
important that the educators have an appreciation of what is meant by reflection and
that they support learners in this process through explicit probing and scaffolding
strategies. Simply by requiring learners to use portfolios to reflect on their learning
does not necessarily mean that they will achieve the desired outcome (Scully,
O’Leary, Brown, 2018).
A study by Porter et al. (2016) explored factors that influence whether faculty
members choose to adopt blended learning and identified the criteria used by higher
education institutions for the successful implementation of blended learning. These
criteria could also be used by HEI’s who want to implement ePortfolios successfully
into courses across a variety of disciplines and departments. According to the authors,
administrators should set guidelines for blended learning adopters to establish
expectation regarding its implementation, to facilitate uniformity and provide
adequate guidance. This would ensure that the student experience across all
departments would be constant. Thirteen interviewees (faculty members) reported
that one -on-one professional development would be impactful as it could be tailored
to their needs. It was also suggested that professional development providers could
make instructional designers available to faculty as trainers to provide more tailored
assistance while they are implementing blended learning. According to the study
faculty members who have already adopted blended learning could share their
experiences, address questions, and provide real-time feedback. This highlights a key
issue regarding the implementation of ePortfolios; should the educator or a dedicated
Teaching and Learning unit supply digital training to the students? (Nagle, O’Connell
& Farrelly, 2019).
Perlman, Ross, Christner, & Lypson (2011) designed their ePortfolio faculty training
sessions using Kolb’s Learning Cycle and suggest that this framework is particularly
suitable for adult learners. Kolb (1984) suggests that effective learning is observed
when a person progresses through a four-stage learning cycle. All sessions included
(i) concrete hands-on experience with the tool (ii) faculty assignments that require
reflective observations (iii) development of a rating scale to aid conceptualisation of
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distinct evidence of experiential learning and growth and (iv) practice exercises based
on reviewing sample essays similar to those that they would be reviewing in the
future. According to Chism (2004) applying this framework to new technologies has
been found to aid faculty in developing expertise in their assessment abilities.
Peer support has also proven to be a very effective resource in the implementation of
ePortfolios (Ryan, 2018). As Carl & Strydom (2017, p.8) comment, “twenty first
century students often prefer working in groups, where peer collaboration is
encouraged, and where they can draw their own conclusions.” A study by O’Keeffe
& Donnelly (2013, p.6) found that the provision of peer-to-peer feedback allows the
students to problem solve ePortfolio issue together, learn from one another and that
this type of feedback is valuable in helping the students to advance their own
ePortfolios. Gordon (2017, p.115) suggests that the value of peer feedback is that it
creates a “safe space” for students to “express insecurity and lack of ability and to
find help”. The activity of sharing their work and reflections with classmates
promotes the “attainment of program learning outcomes” (ibid.).

2.5.3 At student level
The University of British Columbia, the University of Edinburgh in the U.K and the
University of Waterloo in Canada undertook a collaborative ePortfolio Pilot Project
between 2002 and 2005 to investigate the pedagogical benefits and resource
implications of implementing ePortfolios (Tosh et al, 2005). Four common themes
emerged from their analysis of the qualitative data, obtained from focus groups and
comments within the surveys. They found that promotion of the benefits of using an
ePortfolio to students, motivation (students identifying value in using an ePortfolio),
assessment (students clear about assesment criteria) and ePortfolio technology (high
level of support needed until students are comfortable with using the technology),
will help to increase student engagement.
2.5.3.1 Promotion of ePortfolios

The promotion of ePortfolios to the students was identified as an important factor. In
focus group sessions the students identified ways that would help promote the
ePortfolio to them. These included showing model ePortfolios, highlighting and
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demonstrating the benefits of ePortfolio use and explaining to the students how the
ePortfolio will aid their job search or developmental growth (Tosh et al, 2005). It is
crucial for individual educators and ePortfolio pilot coordinators to ensure these
issues are addressed early in the implementation process.
2.5.3.2 Receiving guidance on creating an ePortfolio

The ability for learners to customise and configure their e-portfolios is key to creating
a sense of ownership of the end product (JISC, 2008). To create a meaningful
portfolio that will facilitate learning, a mentor or educator needs to guide the student
through the various learning processes that are required. Enabling students to create
portfolios where the content shows new opinions and altered perspectives is difficult
to achieve (Denton & Wicks, 2013). Support measures need to be in place to assist
the students as they add content to their portfolios otherwise their portfolios can be
populated with descriptions, opinions, and personal anecdotes. Significant attention
should be given to training students on how to write entries that include analysis and
reflection, instead of recall and description (ibid).
2.5.3.3 Training and supports needed to create an ePortfolio

According to Acosta & Liu (2006, p.15) “traditional age students (18-24 years old)”
will have many careers throughout their lifetime. These students are constantly
learning new information and translating this information into knowledge. Varying
life experiences and the various demographic ages of students must be considered
when introducing educational technologies such as ePortfolio (ibid). Studies have
shown that younger students find the computerised aspect of developing artefacts
daunting. There is additional need for student training in relation to artefact
development and also specific guidance initially on what artefacts to include in their
portfolio as well as reflective prompts to aid the reflection process (Nagle, O’Connell
& Farrelly, 2019). ePortfolio templates are beneficial for students to use initially in
the creation of their ePortfolio. However, it has been found that as students gain skills
in gathering and presenting their work and experiences, they find template-driven
ePortfolios too restrictive and prefer a platform that allows them to be more creative
(Tosh et al. 2005). Ultimately, e-Portfolios are about people, rather than technology
(Farrell, 2019). The tools must be unobtrusive, supportive, and flexible enough to
accommodate the varying needs and preferences of learners. Therefore, it is important
that learners should be allowed to use a platform with which they feel comfortable
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when constructing their portfolio to reduce their need for extensive training (Scully,
O’Leary, Brown, 2018). Choosing their own platform can help students to be more
invested in the creation of their ePortfolio and if they encounter problems with the
technology they will work harder as they were responsible for choosing that
particular type of technology initially (Carleton university, 2017).
The creation of an ePortfolio is “learner responsible” with guidance from both tutors
and peers and employs Dewey’s principle of learning as self-directedness, as well as
the Piagetian model for learning by assessing (Wang & Jeffrey, 2017, p.1453). For
students to actively engage in their own learning rather than just being recipients of
information the ePortfolio needs to be part of a student-owned, student centred
approach to learning. EPortfolios shift the locus of control from the educator to the
student which involves the transfer of learning from being “educator-centric to
student centric” (Acosta & Liu, 2006, p.15). This approach is consistent with
constructivist theory which argues that students should actively construct their own
knowledge rather than just simply receive it from educators, authors, and other
sources.
2.5.3.4 Technology acceptance model (TAM) and ePortfolio usage

According to Abdullah, Ward & Ahmed (2016) current literature has mainly focused
on the benefits of ePortfolios in education and their impact on teaching and learning.
There has been little focus on the factors that affect undergraduate student acceptance
or rejection of the ePortfolio. A study by Deneen, Brown & Carless (2018) suggests
that students’ conceptions of a particular technology play an important role in
“adoption, continued use, resistance or abandonment” (p.489). It is important for
education providers to identify and understand the factors that affect student
acceptance or rejection of ePortfolios. To successfully implement an ePortfolio
system, institutions need to be able to predict if their ePortfolio system will be
acceptable to the learners, investigate reasons why a planned system may not be
acceptable to the students and to take corrective action (ibid). The Technology
Acceptance Model or TAM (Davis, 1989) is a well-validated means of providing
insight into user conceptions of educational technologies and their intentions to use a
particular technology such as ePortfolios (Deneen, Brown & Carless, 2018). TAM is
used to probe into the beliefs and attitudes of ePortfolio acceptance and explores
factors that affect acceptance of e-learning by the user (Hsieh, Chen, Hung, 2015).
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Perceived Ease of Use (PEOU) and Perceived Usefulness (PU) are two of the most
important constructs in TAM as both factors “affect the learners’ intention to use elearning” (Abdullah et al. 2016, p.77).
Eportfolios are regarded as useful forms of technology-enabled assessment
supporting assessment of, for and as learning (Deneen, Brown & Carless, 2018).) The
same authors indicate that students having a positive attitude towards ePortfolio use
will also lead to positive views about ePortfolios contributing to assessment for
learning. Students that perceive assessment as guided learning tend to achieve more
and they also make a greater effort to demonstrate this achievement. A study by
Wang & Jeffrey (2017) found that students preferred ePortfolio assessment to
traditional paper examinations as the ePortfolio assessment led to communication
with others through the expression of personal feelings, giving feedback and through
greater collaboration with their peers.
In their study, Abdullah et al. (2016) found that Perceived Usefulness of the
ePortfolio was the “key determinant of students behavioural intention to use the
ePortfolio” (p.85). Students need to have a clear understanding of why they are using
an ePorfolio and there also needs to be clear alignment with course outcomes.
Increased levels of student engagement and motivation are achieved when the
students can identify the value in the use of ePortfolios in their studies. Perceived
ease of use is one of the key factors to increased students perceived usefulness.
Therefore, it is important that educators provided the student with training and
technical support and that ePortfolio developers enhance the ePortfolio system ease of
use through “good design, system functionalities and by providing clear instructions
to users” (Abdullah et al. P.86).

2.6 Chapter Summary
An ePortfolio is a digital tool that is very flexible and can be used for many purposes.
The creation of an ePortfolio allows the student to see changes that have occurred in
their thinking and learning throughout their learning journey thus creating a deeper
understanding of their own learning processes. The curation, collection and reflection
on digital artefacts help students to develop higher order thinking skills and to
become self-regulated learners. The process of creating and developing an ePortfolio
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also enhances their level of digital literacy skills. An ePortfolio can also be used by
the students to showcase their skills, abilities, and accomplishments to prospective
employers. However, despite these benefits of ePortfolio use, challenges for students
in the implementation of ePortolios were also identified. Three of the main challenges
for students in creating and developing an ePortfolio are (i) poor competence in IT
skills (ii) inadequate levels of training and supports (iii) the creation of an ePortfolio
was regarded as a time-consuming process.
One of the main benefits of using an ePortfolio for educators is that it provides them
with a holistic view of their students learning journey. Educators can monitor student
progress and performance and can provide feedback to their students in written or
digital format. During the Covid 19 pandemic the ePortfolio provided educators with
an alternative and authentic mode of assessment. However, the additional workload
of using an ePortfolio when added to an already full academic workload created
issues in terms of securing academic buy-in. Lack of technical and pedagogical
support, lack of time to engage in ePortfolio development have also been identified as
challenges to ePortfolio adoption.
The main benefits of ePortfolio use at institutional level have been identified as (i) as
a learning tool for students (ii) as a monitoring tool -ePortfolios can be used for
program review and institutional assessment (iii) mechanism for employment
opportunities. Absence of policy both at national and institutional level means that the
facilitation required to support the adoption of educational technology is often absent.
Currently the introduction of ePortfolios into higher level education, seems to be
happening using a “bottom-up” approach. This approach results in diverse levels of
activity and can restrict the growth of technological innovations. The implementation
of ePortfolios challenge the traditional education system and curriculum design,
Changes to the third level curriculum are needed to match the collaborative learning
that is promoted through the use of ePortfolios.
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Chapter Three – Research Methodology
3.1 Introduction
This section outlines the methodologies used for examining student perspectives of
ePortfolio use within their third level curriculum. The chapter begins by outlining the
aims of the study and the research questions followed by a discussion of the research
paradigm. The study design, data collection procedures and how the data was
analysed are also explored. This chapter concludes by outlining ethical considerations
taken in this study.
3.1.1 Aims of the Study
The purpose of this study was to capture the perspectives of students in a small
university campus during the process of ePortfolio implementation within their third
level curriculum. The principle area of investigation in this study was to identify the
main challenges that students of MTU (Kerry Campus) face when engaging with
ePortfolios within their third level education and also to identify how their
experiences with ePortfolios can be enhanced in the future. This is an important
research topic as this study addresses a key gap in ePortfolio research in relation to (i)
the lack of understanding of the student experience, (ii) the challenges they faced
while engaging with ePortfolios and (iii) the provision of recommendations to meet
the difficulties encountered.
3.1.2 Research Questions

Blaikie (2000, p.58) suggests that all research projects are “built on the foundations of
the research questions.” These questions will guide the “focus and direction” of the
study as well as influencing the research strategies and the data collection and
analysis procedures (ibid). Obtaining the opinions of the students regarding their
ePortfolio usage was central to this research and this was reflected in the following
research questions that were used in this study.
1. What are the main challenges that students face when engaging with
ePortfolios within their HEI education?
2. How can their experience with ePortfolios be enhanced?
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The aim of this study, which focused on the student perspectives on ePortfolio
implementation, required an appropriate paradigm to underpin the research. This
choice of a suitable paradigm will be discussed in the next section.

3.2 Research Paradigm
A paradigm can be defined as “the basic belief system or world view that guides the
investigation” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p.105). According to Cohen, Manion &
Morrison (2011, p.22) “the guiding principle” in choosing the appropriate paradigm
for a research study is “fitness for purpose” and that there are “different research
paradigms for different research purposes.” The choice of paradigm was guided by
the research topic. This study examined the interplay between students and ePortfolio
technology usage in the context of their third level curriculum and was very much
informed by a realist paradigm which is “an attempt to explain the relationship
between social structure and human action” (Porter 1993, p.593). The realist
paradigm acknowledges that “there are differences between reality and people’s
perceptions of reality” (Krauss, 2005, p.761). Realist researchers try to figure out
what the underlying "cause" or mechanisms are that cause the observable phenomena
(Eastwood, 2018).
The rationale for using a realist approach in this study is as follows: the experiences
of the students are central to this research; however, their experience is not
independent of the educators (educators can refer to educators, IT support staff,
tutors) and the host organisation. The student experiences of ePortfolios are
dependent on how the technology is managed by their academic departments
(Hubert,2016). Critical realism assumes that human action is “both enabled and
constrained by social structures” (Sandberg, 2016, p.10). Ormston et al (2014 p.22)
state that with a critical realist paradigm we “recognise the critical importance of
participants’ own interpretations of the issues researched and that their “varying
vantage points will yield different types of understanding”. This was also an
important factor in choosing a critical realist approach as the perspectives of the
student are the central component of this research. The results of this study will
enable lessons to be learnt from good practice regarding such areas as in-class
implementation, data protection issues and institutional support.

35

This study used both quantitative and qualitative methodologies to gain a deeper
understanding of the experiences of the students regarding their use of ePortfolios
within the university. According to Eastwood et al. (2018) mixed methods research
designs are increasingly using realist approaches. The critical realism framework
views both quantitative and qualitative methodologies as an appropriate means of
researching “the underlying mechanisms that drive actions and events” (Krauss,
2005, p.762). The rationale for the use of these methodologies will be discussed in
more detail in the following section.

3.3 Design of Study
The research design is an exploratory case study focusing on the small campus of
MTU (Kerry Campus). The university has a student population of 3,500 students.
However, not all of the students use ePortfolios. The case study research approach is
used “extensively” in a variety of disciplines and “particularly the social sciences”
(Crowe et al. 2011, p.1). One of the most important aspects of case study research is
that it allows the researcher the opportunity to observe characteristics of an
individual, a class, school, or community (Cohen, Manion & Morrisson, 2007). The
goal of this type of observation is to “probe deeply and to “analyse intensively the
multifarious phenomena that constitute the life cycle of the unit” (ibid., p.258). The
researcher conducts these observations to establish “generalisations about the wider
population to which that unit belongs” (ibid). Yin (2009) states that a case study
research design allows the researcher to gain an in-depth study of a complex
phenomenon. To “develop a thorough understanding of the case” evidence is
collected through “multiple sources” using a range of both quantitative and
qualitative methodologies (Crowe, 2011, p.6). To obtain as wide a range of views and
disciplines as possible, this study utilised a mixed methods research design
approach adopting both quantitative and qualitative approaches to data collection.
Quantitative methodologies are concerned with collecting and utilising numerical
data and through the use of statistical techniques focus on the “how much” or “how
many” aspect of research (McCusker & Gunaydin, 2015, p.537). The data must be
analysed to “reveal the underlying patterns, trends, and relationships of a study’s
contextual situation” (Albers, 2017, abstract). This study utilised an online
questionnaire for the collection of quantitative data and the survey data was analysed
using Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS Version 2). Blackstone (2012,
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8.1) identifies survey research as “especially useful” when a “researcher aims to
describe or explain features of a very large group or groups.” The survey data
provided the researcher with a broad overview of student opinions on ePortfolio
usage. This data also informed the direction of the subsequent semi-structured
interviews thus achieving a triangulated approach to data collection. The researcher
by “conducting a triangulation exercise can compare the quantitative and qualitative
findings in aggregate” (Bryman, 2012, p.635). In this study the researcher asked the
interviewees about answers that had been given in the questionnaire to identify
contrasting answers and thus enabling findings to be cross checked (ibid).
Qualitative research strives to provide “in-depth insights and understanding of realworld situations” while also considering the natural environments in which people
and groups operate (Moser & Korstjens, 2017, p.271). According to Braun & Clarke
(2013, p.1) “the most basic definition of qualitative research is that it uses words as
data and is collected and analysed in all sorts of ways.” According to DeJonckheere
& Vaughan (2019) when a researcher requires the collection of qualitative, openended data and to investigate participant thoughts, feelings, and opinions about a
certain issue, semi structured interviews are an excellent data collection strategy. This
links back to the central aim of this study which was to ascertain student opinions on
their use of ePortfolio throughout their third level curriculum.
The use of both quantitative and qualitative methodologies can “provide
complementary and perhaps contrasting perspectives on a phenomenon” (Hammond
& Wellington, 2020, p.129). The two research tools employed in this study were a
university wide student online questionnaire and a series of semi-structured
interviews. The exploratory case study approach with a mixed method research
design was suitable to use in this study. It was hoped that information obtained from
the questionnaire and semi-structured interviews would be used to provide an insight
into how ePortfolios are best supported and implemented, which will be beneficial to
the wider student population of MTU (Kerry Campus).

3.4 Ethics
The research application was submitted to the Institute’s Research and Ethics
Committee in December 2020 and full ethical approval was received on 4th February
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2021. Research was carried out in accordance with best research practice including
the right to anonymity and confidentiality. Participants received an information letter
(see Appendix B) that contained a full explanation as to the nature and purpose of
this study. Participants were also given the opportunity to email the researcher with
any questions that they may have had about the study or their participation in it and
were given information on who to contact if they had any queries or concerns about
their involvement. Participants were assured that consent was voluntary and given
freely.
Student privacy was paramount and as the participants were students in the university
where the study was being carried out, it was important that the students were
informed that any information that they provided would be strictly confidential and
used only for the research purposes. The questionnaire was completed anonymously
and the only personal details that were collected in the online questionnaire were the
name of course and the current stage of study.
For the students who were willing to take part in the interview phase the following
details were collected (i) Name & t-number (ii)Email address (iii) Name of course
(iv) Stage of course. Despite providing these personal details the students were
assured that student names or any identifying personal details would not be included
in any published data. All students were only referred to as Student A, Student B etc.
in the writing up of the thesis. If initially a participant provided information at
interview, they were informed that they could subsequently withdraw from the
research any time before the thesis was submitted or a research paper had been
published using this data. Participants did not have to give a reason for withdrawing
from the study.
The questionnaires were developed in MS Forms and the data received was stored in
a password protected folder held in the MTU (Kerry Campus) SharePoint storage
system. This is a secure place to store, organise, share and access information.
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3.5 Data Collection
In line with the mixed methods approach which was taken in this research study,
online questionnaires and semi-structured interviews were used. This section will
outline the recruitment strategies and give full details on the data collection methods.
3.5.1 Recruitment Strategies
This research study was granted ethical approval by the Institute’s Research and
Ethics Committee on the 4th of February 2021 and the data collection process
commenced on the 10th of March 2021. An all-students e-mail was sent to MTU
(Kerry Campus) students inviting them to participate in the research.MTU (Kerry
Campus) has currently 3,500 full and part-time students. However, not all students in
the university use ePortfolios. This email had the questionnaire and an information
letter (See Appendix A) attached setting out the criteria for participation. All
undergraduate students in MTU (Kerry Campus) over the age of 18 who have
experience in using ePortfolios were invited to participate in the online questionnaire.
The initial e-mail containing the questionnaire was sent on the 10th of March 2021.
Two reminder e-mails were sent on the 16th of March and 22nd March to encourage
student participation. The survey closed on the 26th of March 2021. Seventy-three
participants responded to the survey and all of these questionnaires were included in
the analysis. In addition, questionnaire participants were invited to indicate their
willingness to take part in a subsequent phase of the study involving semi-structured
interviews.
Students that completed the questionnaire and who wished to take part in the
interview phase were invited to indicate their intention through a separate link (to
maintain anonymity) in the student email. In determining this sample, important
consideration was given to the fact that participants should represent the spectrum of
disciplines in the university. Five students volunteered to participate in the interview
phase of this research and represented the three schools of study within MTU (Kerry
Campus).
3.5.2 Questionnaire
Quantitative data was collected through an online questionnaire. Survey research is
regarded as the “best method to use when one hopes to gain a representative picture
of the attitudes and characteristics of a large group” (Blackstone, 2012, 8.2). The aim
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of the questionnaire in this study was to ascertain student experiences of ePortfolio
usage from as wide a cohort as possible. Another advantage of using self-completion
questionnaires is that they can be “distributed in very large quantities at the same
time” (Bryman, 2012, p.233). The questionnaire used in this research study was
distributed to all students of MTU (Kerry Campus) via email with an attached link to
the questionnaire. During March 2020 when data from the questionnaires was
collected students were “experiencing the consequences of university closures, with
massive social restrictions” (Zurlo et al. 2020, p.3) and all learning was conducted on
an online basis.
Students were asked to complete a 17-item questionnaire which was created using the
university’s approved Microsoft (MS) Office suite of tools – in this case MS
Forms. Items included in this questionnaire were derived following (i) a thorough
review of the literature, (ii) previous studies that used questionnaires to examine
student perspectives of ePortfolio use in third level education, in particular ePortfolio
Hub (2016) and Emmett (2011) and (iii )the research questions. Four key themes
emerged from the literature review i.e. student “buy-in” (students need to know what
an ePortfolio is, how to use one and how it will benefit them), motivation (identifying
value in the use of ePortfolios), assessment (how student reflections and artifacts in
the ePortfolios provide evidence of student learning) and technology (confidence in
the use of various types of software and student level of digital literacy skills) (Tosh
et al. 2005). A list of questions was generated based on these themes together with
the objectives of this research study. The suitability of the questions to be included in
the questionnaire was discussed between the researcher and the research supervisors.
Advice was sought from a statistician in MTU (Kerry Campus) about the wording of
the questions being asked and the best answer format to use in order to maximise the
value of the data collected. Careful consideration was also given to the number of
questions to be included in the self-completion questionnaire as a shorter
questionnaire reduces the risk of “respondent fatigue” as respondents who are asked
to “complete a long questionnaire may just consign it to a bin” (Bryman, 2012,
p.233).
The first three questions on the questionnaire gathered demographics (school of
study, year of study and age of participant). The remaining questions were designed
to ascertain student opinions of how ePortfolios were being implemented in the
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college, to identify the benefits of ePortfolio usage and the main challenges students
faced while engaging with the ePortfolio. Sixteen of the questions were close ended
questions which employed either a five-point Likert-type scale or multiple-choice
format and the final question was an open-ended question. Close ended questions are
focused and “to the point” and are “amenable to statistical treatment and analysis”
(Cohen, Manion & Morrisson, 2011, p.321). Open ended questions are useful when
“possible answers are unknown” and they allow the participant to “write a free
account in their own terms” and thus avoiding the “limitations of pre-set categories of
response” (ibid).
The questionnaire was piloted before administration with a group of twelve students
in the university. Their feedback provided valuable suggestions regarding the
phrasing and style of the questions. It was suggested to use IT as a term instead of
technology as this was too vague a term. It was also suggested to add the option of
creating and editing images as well as creating and editing video.
3.5.3 Semi-structured interviews
Despite the benefits of survey research as outlined in the previous section, the
questionnaire provided “no opportunity to probe respondents to elaborate on an
answer” particularly with regard to answers to the open-ended questions (Bryman,
2012, p.234). Qualitative research methods provide “in-depth insights and
understanding” and provide a “behind the scenes picture of how people feel” (Moser
& Korstjens, 2017, p.275). An individual, semi-structured interview approach was
used for the purpose of collecting qualitative data in this study because as previously
mentioned the student’s perspectives were the central focus of this research and the
interview method allows the researcher the opportunity to “probe responses and
investigate feelings which a questionnaire can never do” (Bell & Waters, 2014,
p.178). One of the advantages of” semi-structured interviewing for IPA is that the
researcher is, in real-time, in a position to follow up interesting and important issues
that come up during the interview” (Smith, 2004, p.50).
Five participants volunteered to participate in the interview phase of this study and
represented the three schools of study 1within MTU (Kerry Campus). Each
participant was contacted by e-mail to arrange a suitable date and time for their
1

The three schools of study within MTU (Kerry Campus) are (i) School of Science, Engineering &
Maths (ii) School of Health & Social Science (iii) School of Business, Computing & Creative Media
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interview. The planned duration of each interview was 30 – 40 minutes. Interviews
were conducted online via the Google Meet platform. Conducting the interviews inperson was not possible due to Covid 19 restrictions and the constraints of social
distancing and for both the safety of both the researcher and participants. According
to Roberts, Pavlakis & Richards (2021) “COVID-19 has necessitated innovation in
many parts of our lives and qualitative research is no exception.” This form of
innovation was demonstrated by the researcher in engaging with online tools.
A set of nine open-ended questions was created around a set of pre-defined topics
(see Appendix D). Observations of emerging themes from the open-ended questions
on the questionnaire were noted using pen and paper. Initial themes centred around
the concepts of time, the reflective process and technology. These observations along
with the literature analysis (which provided an overview of the benefits and
challenges of ePortfolio use for third level students), the research questions and a
review of questions that had been used in other research studies informed the
questions for the interview process . The semi-structured nature of the interviews
gave the participants the opportunity to discuss topics in more detail if necessary.
This structure also provided the researcher with the opportunity and flexibility to
adjust questions during the interview to clarify or seek further information on certain
points made by the interviewees.

3.6 Data Analysis
Following collection of the quantitative data from the questionnaires and qualitative
data from the semi-structured interviews and open-ended question from the
questionnaire, analysis of this data was then required. This study utilised the
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) analysis approach to analyse the
qualitative data from the semi-structured interviews and the open-ended questions
from the questionnaire. NVivo 12 software was utilised to manage the qualitative data
and assist with the coding process of the interview and open-ended survey data. SPSS
Version 26 and Microsoft Excel were chosen to analyse the quantitative data from the
questionnaires. This section will outline how both the quantitative and qualitative
data were processed and analysed.
3.6.1 – Quantitative Data
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IBM SPSS Version 26 and Microsoft Excel were selected to analyse the quantitative
data collected in this study. Prior to analysing the data, the dataset was checked for
outliers or any missing data. No outliers were detected. Missing data points were
represented by a full stop in SPSS. Data from the online questionnaires was exported
from Microsoft Forms into an Excel spreadsheet which was then imported into SPSS
V26 for data analysis. Statistical analysis was divided into (a) descriptive statistics
and (b) inferential statistics.
Descriptive statistics “simply describe the data provided by the participants” and give
an “overview of the results at a glance” (Woodrow, 2014.p.50). The IBM SPSS V26
software was used to generate descriptive statistics and create charts based on the
following questions: (i) question 6 of the questionnaire which identified platforms
used by participants to create their ePortfolio (ii) question 10 identified the helpful
supports and resources in creation of the ePortfolio and (iii) questions 12 and 13
which illustrated the technological and non-technological barriers that students
identified while creating their ePortfolio . Descriptive statistics were also generated
on the demographic questions of the questionnaire i.e., school of study, current year
of study and the age of participants.
While descriptive statistics describe the data the use of inferential statistics helps the
researcher to “come to conclusions and make predictions based on the data”
(Bhandari, 2020). Inferential statistic techniques allow the researcher to use the
sample of students in a research study “to make generalizations about the populations
from which the samples were drawn” (Understanding Descriptive and Inferential
Statistics | Laerd Statistics, 2021). Following a pen and paper analysis of the student
responses to the 17 questions on the self-administered questionnaire a list of
questions was created on which to run inferential statistics .

3.6.2 – Qualitative Data

The semi-structured interviews took place online from 31st March to 6th April 2021.
Five students participated in the interview phase of the study. At the beginning of
each interview the interviewees were reminded of the purpose of the study, they were
assured that the information they provided was private and confidential and they were
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asked for permission to record the interview. The interviews lasted between fifteen
and twenty-five minutes. Data from the interviews was analysed on an ongoing basis.
This allowed the researcher the opportunity to reflect on the content of the interview,
note any observations (e.g. Tone of voice, facial expressions) and if any
modifications were necessary to the way the questions were phrased and also to
identify where opportunities existed to probe for further details. Each interview was
audio recorded using a mobile phone and the audio files were then uploaded to Otter
software which created a transcription of the audio speech. This software transcribed
the interviews with about 85% accuracy. Each transcript was then reread by the
researcher while listening to the playback of the interview and any errors in the
transcription were amended.
The interview transcripts were then input into the NVivo (Version 12) software. The
benefit of using this software was that it allowed an efficient means of managing the
data and the coding process. It provided transparency on the part of the researcher and
gave the benefit of providing an audit trail. The production of an audit trail is one of
the most important criteria in determining the credibility and plausibility of a study
(Bringer et al.2004).
Interpretative phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was used to analyse the data which
was gathered from the interviews and the open-ended question (Q.17) on the
questionnaire. IPA is a recent qualitative approach that was designed specifically
within the field of psychology. IPA is underpinned by three key areas;
phenomenology, hermeneutics and idiography (Smith, 2011). It is “explicitly
idiographic in its commitment to examining the detailed experience of each case in
turn, prior to the move to more general claims” (Smith & Osborn, 2015 p.41).
Researchers that adopt IPA as an approach listen to the concerns expressed by the
participants “ in order to obtain an insider’s perspective of the phenomenon under
study” and then they attempt “to interpret these accounts in order to gain an
understanding of what it means for those people to have those concerns in that
particular context” (Goodall, 2014, p.27). According to Smith (2011, p.10) IPA
adopts a double hermeneutic “whereby the researcher is trying to make sense of the
participant trying to make sense of what is happening to them.” The rationale for
using this type of analysis in this study is that IPA is conducted on small sample sizes
which enables the researcher to conduct a “detailed” and “very time-consuming case44

by-case” analysis (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). It also allows the researcher to
“explore in detail participants’ personal lived experience and how participants make
sense of that personal experience” (Smith, 2004, p.39).

Burton, Brundrett and Jones (2008, p.147) state that “Qualitative data, by its very
nature requires the identification of emergent key themes for it to be organized and
collated and interpreted”. In the first phase of data analysis (initial coding) the
researcher conducted multiple readings and a line by line analysis of each of the five
interview transcripts which had been input into the NVivo software. In the initial
coding stage, the aim was to reduce the data from the transcripts to “descriptive
phrases and notes” (QDA Training Manual, 2021, p.9) and open codes (“nodes” in
NVivo ) were created. The second phase of the IPA approach to data analysis was the
development of subordinate themes which involved reducing the data further and
looking for patterns and connections between the themes identified in phase one and
reordering codes into broad categories. These categories were further refined in phase
three of the IPA analysis and the themes identified from the participants’ interview
transcripts in the previous two stages were merged into three broad categories (i)
student experiences (in the context of teaching and learning) (ii) technology and
digital skills and (iii) future use (advice, experiences and willingness to use it in the
future).

3.7 Limitations
This was an exploratory case study which examined students’ experiences of creating
and developing ePortfolios within their third level curriculum in MTU (Kerry
Campus). The questionnaire was distributed online to approximately 3,500 students
and 72 responses were received. This can be regarded as a low response rate but at
this stage it is difficult to determine the number of students using ePortfolios as there
are many courses in MTU (Kerry Campus) that do not use ePortfolios as part of
student assessment. Online questionnaires by their nature can reach “ a larger pool of
participants withing a shorter period of time” but have lower response rates (Menon
& Muraleedharen, 2020, p.1). According to Van Mol (2017, p.318), one of the most
significant factors leading to decreasing response rates is that “students in higher
education are among the most surveyed population groups in society” which can lead
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to a “feeling of survey fatigue and a lack of engagement in the survey process.”
Menon & Muraleedharen (2020, p.1) cite competing demands, privacy concerns as
well as survey fatigue as possible reasons for lower response rates.
The small number of responses (n=72) to the online questionnaire could be regarded
as a limitation to the study and could call into question the generalisability of the
study. However, the focus of this research was to gain a deeper understanding of
individual student experiences regarding the implementation process of ePortfolios in
MTU (Kerry Campus), identifying the benefits of ePortfolio use within their third
level curriculum and identifying the challenges the students faced in their creation.
The aim of this study was not to generalise to a large population but to ascertain if
ePortfolios enhanced students ‘educational experiences in MTU Kerry Campus and
through the information obtained in the study to help maximise their potential and to
limit difficulties that may arise while creating their ePortfolios.
As mentioned previously, this study was carried out during the pandemic lockdown
due to Covid 19 where students were off campus, and all learning was conducted
online. As a result of these restrictions the questionnaires were distributed to the
students via email. A higher response rate may have been achieved if it had been
possible to distribute the questionnaire to the students while attending face to face
classes on campus.
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Chapter Four - Findings
4.1 Introduction
This study adopted a mixed methods approach which incorporated an online
questionnaire which was created with Microsoft Forms, followed by a series of semi
structured interviews. The purpose of using a mixed methods research design in this
study was to capture the experiences of undergraduate students of MTU (Kerry
Campus) while engaging with ePortfolios. It also sought to examine how their
experiences of creating and developing ePortfolios could be enhanced in the future.
There was a total of 72 responses to the online questionnaire. The data from the
questionnaires was exported to Microsoft Excel and this Excel sheet was then
imported to IBM SPSS V26 software for analysis. Participants were anonymised by
attributing pseudonyms and will be referred to as participant 1, participant 2 etc.
The responses from the questionnaires informed the nine open-ended interview
questions. The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed using Otter Software.
The interview transcripts and the open-ended comments from questions 17 on the
questionnaire were then imported to NVivo 12 for analysis. Three superordinate
themes emerged from the IPA analysis (i) student experiences (in context of teaching
and learning) (ii) Technology & digital skills (iii) Future (student willingness to use
ePortfolios in the future and suggestions on how to enhance ePortfolio development
within the university). These themes coincide with the findings from the online
questionnaire, therefore both the quantitative and qualitative analysis is presented
together in the order that the questions appear on the questionnaire. Quotations from
the interview participants are included to support the quantitative findings. When
presenting the qualitative data, the interviewees will be referred to as students A-E
and the open-ended comments from the questionnaire will be referred to as OEC 1,
OEC2 etc.
This chapter presents an analysis of the quantitative and qualitative data collected in
this study. The chapter begins with a presentation of the participants demographics. It
then summarises and illustrates the key findings obtained from the 72 selfadministered online questionnaires, the open-ended comments from question 17 and
the 5 semi-structured interviews..
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4.2 Demographic Profile of Online Questionnaire Respondents
There was a total of 72 responses to the online questionnaire. The questionnaire
consisted of 17 questions. Questions 1 to 3 were demographic questions aimed at
identifying the school of study, year of study and age of participants. The majority of
respondents were students in the School of Health and Social Sciences (71%). The
School of Science, Technology & Engineering accounted for 18% of respondents
while the School of Business, Computing & Humanities was represented by 11% of
respondents (Fig.1).

Number of Respondents by School
11%
18%
71%

Health and Social Sciences

Science, Technology, Engineering, Maths

Business, Computing, Humanities

Figure 1 School of Study
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In this study 22% of the respondents were first year students in MTU (Kerry
Campus). There was an equal number of respondents (26%) from second, third and
fourth year (Fig. 2.).

22%

26%

26%

26%

First Year

Second Year

Third Year

Fourth Year

Figure 2 Year of Study of Participant

In terms of age, 45% of the respondents were aged between 18-22 years old and the
remaining 55% were aged 23 years or older .

4.3 Hours spent updating and maintaining the ePortfolio
The responses to question 4 indicated that just over 40% of the participants spent over
14 hours per month updating and maintaining their ePortfolio (Table 2).

Table 2 Hours spent updating the ePortfolio in an average month

Hours Updating Portfolio (monthly) - 5 categories
Cumulative
Frequency
Valid

Missing
Total

2 and below

Percent

Valid Percent

11

15.3

2.5 to 6

10

13.9

17.9

37.5

6.5 to 12

12

16.7

21.4

58.9

14 to 30

11

15.3

19.6

78.6

36 and above

12

16.7

21.4

100.0

Total

56

77.8

100.0

System

16

22.2

72

100.0

49

19.6

Percent
19.6

4.3.1 Comparison between two age groups in terms of the time spent on creating an
ePortfolio.
Year_Study
Cumulative
Frequency
Valid

Percent

Valid Percent

Percent

First Year

16

22.2

22.2

22.2

Fourth Year

18

25.0

25.0

47.2

Second Year

19

26.4

26.4

73.6

Third Year

19

26.4

26.4

100.0

Total

72

100.0

100.0

Report
HoursUpdate
Year_Study

N

Median

First Year

12

7.00

Fourth Year

13

12.00

Second Year

15

6.00

Third Year

11

15.00

Total

51

10.00

Hypothesis Test Summary
Null Hypothesis
1

Test

The distribution of HoursUpdate

Independent-Samples Kruskal-

is the same across categories of

Wallis Test

Year_Study.

50

Sig.

Decision
.240 Retain the null hypothesis.

Asymptotic significances are displayed. The significance level is .050.

A Kruskal-Wallis test was conducted to determine if there were differences in time spent on creating
portfolios between students from different study years: the "first" (n = 16), "second" (n = 19), "third"
(n = 19) and "fourth" (n = 18) study years. Median time spent on creating portfolios were nonstatistically significantly different between the study years, χ2(3) = 4.203, p = .240.
Whilst median time spent on creating portfolios increased between early years to later years, the
inferential procedure deemed that such differences were not large enough to achieve statistical
significance and that such difference might have occurred due to chance alone. The sample size is an
important factor in reaching this conclusion.
A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in time spent on creating
portfolios between the two age groups 18-22 and 23 years and over. Distributions of the time spent on
creating portfolios between the two age groups 18-22 and 23 years and over were similar, as assessed
by visual inspection. Median portfolio times for 18-22 (6.00) and ≥ 23 (11.5) was not statistically
significantly different, U = 398.5, z = 1.388, p = .165, using an exact sampling distribution for U.

4.4 EPortfolios – integrated or supplementary?
In question five, fifty-eight respondents (79%) indicated that the ePortfolio was
assessed as part of their course (integrated) while fifteen participants indicated that
their ePortfolio was not assessed as part of their course (supplementary).

4.5 Platforms used to create ePortfolios
Question six asked students about what platforms they used to create their ePortfolio
(Fig. 3). Pathbrite was cited as the most used platform (48 respondents) followed by
Google Docs (18 respondents) and YouTube (14 respondents). Pathbrite may be the
most popular platform as the Nursing Department within MTU has adopted this
software and the majority of respondents were students in the School of Health and
Social Sciences (71%). Eleven of the respondents indicated that they used “Other”
platforms. None of the studesurveyed used Mahara or Pebblepad software.
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48

18
14

11

8
1

1

2

0

0

Figure 3 Platforms used to create ePortfolios

4.6 Digital Literacy Skills
Questions 7 and 8 asked the students to rate their general level of digital literacy skills
(On a scale of 1-5 where 1 = No Skills and 5 = Advanced level of skills) before using
and creating an ePortfolio and after the creation and development of an ePortfolio
(Table 3).

Table 3 Student ratings of digital literacy skills before and after using and creating an ePortfolio

Creating and editing
documents (Word doc,
PDF, text files etc.)

Creating and editing
video files

Creating and editing
audio files

1
Before
0%

2
Before
13.7%

3
Before
27.4%

4
Before
35.6%

5
Before
23.3%

After
4.1%

After
5.5%

After
13.7%

After
42.5%

After
34.2%

Before
24.7%

Before
31.5%

Before
23.3%

Before
17.8%

Before
2.7%

After
8.2%

After
23.3%

After
31.5%

After
30.1%

After
6.8%

Before
30.1%
After
16.4%

Before
39.7%
After
30.1%

Before
17.8%
After
27.4%

Before
11%
After
21.9%

Before
1.4%
After
4.1%
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Interacting with social
networking tools
(Facebook, Instagram
etc.)

Before
4.1%

Before
9.6%

Before
21.9%

Before
24.7%

Before
39.7%

After
5.5%

After
6.8%

After
15.1%

After
30.1%

After
42.5%

Creating and editing an
ePortfolio

Before
31.5%

Before
16.4%

Before
26%

Before
24.7%

Before
1.4%

After
6.8%

After
15.1%

After
21.9%

After
42.5%

After
13.7%

Before
12.3%

Before
15.1%

Before
27.4%

Before
32.9%

Before
12.3%

After
11%

After
13.7%

After
20.5%

After
34.2%

After
20.5%

Before
8.2%
After
5.5%

Before
26%
After
15.1%

Before
28.8%
After
28.8%

Before
28.8%
After
35.6%

Before
8.2%
After
15.1%

Awareness of digital
well-being e.g. privacy,
security.

Creating and editing
images

4.6.1 Comparison between two age groups in terms of the improvement in their
digital literacy skills.
A Mann-Whitney U test was run to determine if there were differences in
improvement in digital literacy skills between the two age groups 18-22 and 23 years
and over. The Mann-Whitney U test is a rank-based non-parametric test that can be
used to determine if there are differences between two groups on a continuous or
ordinal dependent variable. This procedure was preferred as the data was not
normally distributed (Greer & Mulhern, 2002). Although this can be a popular
alternative to the independent- samples t-test one ought to be somewhat cautious
because it is not always the case that the null and alternative hypotheses are the same
as the independent-samples t-test.
Distributions of the improvement in digital literacy skills between the two age groups
18-22 and 23 years and over were similar, as assessed by visual inspection. Median
improvement in digital literacy skills for 18-22 (.4286) and ≥ 23 (.4286) was not
statistically significantly different, U = 702.5, z = .670, p = .503, using an exact
sampling distribution for U.
4.6.2 Comparison of digital literacy skill levels before against skill levels after the
creation and development of an ePortfolio.
A Wilcoxon signed-rank test was conducted to determine the effect of creating an eportfolio on improving their digital literacy skills. The Wilcoxon signed-rank test is
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used to determine whether there is a median difference between paired or matched
observations (Understanding Descriptive and Inferential Statistics | Laerd Statistics,
2021). This procedure was preferred as the data was not normally distributed.
Although this can be a popular alternative to the paired-samples t-test one ought to be
somewhat cautious because it is not always the case that the null and alternative
hypotheses are the same as the paired-samples t-test.
Seventy-two questionnaires were analysed. The difference scores were approximately
symmetrically distributed, as assessed by a histogram with superimposed normal
curve. Data are medians unless otherwise stated. Of the 72 Students recruited to the
study, the process of creating an e-portfolio elicited an increase in digital literacy
skills. There was a median increase in digital literacy skill (.4286) from preintervention (3.00) to post-intervention (3.42), but this difference was statistically
significant, z = 5.057 p = < .000. This would suggest that the process of creating and
developing an ePortfolio helps the students to improve their digital literacy skills.
This is further evidenced by the following comments from interview participants:
“I actually think between learning or learning the actual IT I definitely think
that I am better at it, I can navigate quicker… [to] be able to link our
YouTube videos and stuff like that to where thing was, that was new... which
was definitely a new learning experience” (Student E).
“I had very little skills before I started the course I had..., it [ePortfolio
creation] has improved my skills without a doubt” (Student A)
“to do a college assignment it's helping me build my technical know-how,
which I can then apply into work …so if it helps me get better with tech it's a
good thing as well that you know” (Student B)
“It (ePortfolio) is a great idea to find all your skills and experience; even if
you don't remember, you have them already” (Participant 2, OEC)

4.6.3 Comparison of three groups (varying time spent creating an ePortfolio) in terms
of improvement in digital literacy skills.
A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine if the improvement in digital
literacy skills was different for groups with different time allocated to ePortfolio
creation. If you want to determine whether there are any statistically significant
differences between the means of two or more independent groups, you can use a
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one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). This procedure was preferred as the data
was normally distributed.Students were classified into three groups: Time spent (up
to 5 hours) (n = 18), Time spent (6 to 15 hours) (n = 18), Time spent (above 15) (n =
20). Data is presented as mean ± standard deviation. Digital literacy skills
improvement scores increased from the up to 5 hours group (.27 ± 0..62), to 6 to 15
hours group (.56 ± .61), to the above 15 group (.63 ± .59) in that order, but the
differences between these varying portfolio time group was not statistically
significant, F(2, 53) = 1.843, p = .168.

4.7 Student experiences of using an ePortfolio
In terms of self-evaluating their experiences of using an ePortfolio, question 9 asked
students to rate their level of agreement with a series of statements with the results
shown in Table 4.
Table 4 Student experiences of using an ePortfolio

Strongly

Disagree

Disagree

Neither

Agree

agree or

Strongly
Agree

disagree
ePortfolios took/take too
much time to create.
Constructing an ePortfolio
helped/helps me to reflect
on my learning.
I felt/feel confident about
creating and maintaining my
ePortfolio
My experience with the
ePortfolio has been/is
positive
The ePortfolio helped/helps
to enhance and support
subject knowledge
throughout my course.

0%

17.8%

34.2%

31.5%

16.5%

4.1%

16.4%

26%

41.1%

12.4%

4.1%

26%

26%

38.5%

5.5%

4.1%

15.1%

32.8%

38.4%

9.6%

2.7%

19.2%

31.5%

38.4%

8.2%

Nearly half (48%) of students either agreed or strongly agreed that creating and
developing their ePortfolio was a positive experience. This view was also expressed
by an interview participant in the following comment:
“I've been quite proud of those [ePortfolios], you know, whereas the
academic essays and stuff, I'm always a bit kind of I’ve no idea if this is what
they want, you know? Yeah. So no, it's been really positive” (Student B).
55

4.7.1

Time taken to create ePortfolios and time management skills

Time emerged as one of the major themes from both the questionnaire data and the
information gathered through the interview process. An equal number of respondents
(48%) (Table 1) agreed or strongly agreed that creating their ePortfolio took too much
time. Students found the creating and developing of ePortfolios to be time
consuming. The importance of implementing efficient time management skills and
strategies throughout the process of creating the ePortfolio was highlighted in both
the interview data and the open-ended responses to Question 17 on the questionnaire.
The issues regarding time are captured in the following participant responses.
Three of the participants described the creation and development of ePortfolios as a
time-consuming process and these details are presented here:
“Oh, I think maybe, the worst part is just the time involved in it.” (Student B).
“It is sometimes time consuming…… So, it takes a lot of time to build one and
especially if you're not used to the technology” (Student C).
“You're very pressured on placement because we do an ePortfolio when we
are out on our work placement. And our work placement might be 12-hour
shifts, or it could be day by day. So, you could be your juggling both and then
obviously people are working, and they have a home life so it can be tricky
enough to navigate that.” (Student D)
“……our course is very heavy. And we do have a lot. With my class I would
understand that it can be time consuming when we're on placement and doing
assignments. Especially now, last year with covid and everything because we
were all kind of up in the air”. (Student D)
The importance of time management skills was expressed by ten of the participants
and this is described in the following comments:
“I'd make the most of my time wherever it was. I’d just tip away even on my
phone I’d be looking up articles do you know that kind of way”. (Student D)
“Don’t leave it all until last minute. Have draft in on time” (Participant 1,
OEC)
“Try and set a time slot in the week or in IT modules to collect resources for
56

your ePortfolio” (Participant 3, OEC)
“Try and get drafts done so you have extra time to fix it up” (Participant 4,
OEC)
“Don’t leave it until last minute, plan ahead and make time for it every week”
(Participant 7, OEC)
“Keep on top of it, don't leave it to the last minute”. (Participant 9, OEC)
“It is extremely hard to embark on the ePortfolio while you are also working
on placement/internship and possibly working another paid job. The sooner
that you can begin to start submitting the assignments the better as the due
dates come around very quickly.” (Participant 12, OEC)
“It takes time, but just keep tipping away at it and it’ll be done before you
even realise. I wouldn’t recommend leaving it till last minute” (Participant 19,
OEC)
“Don’t leave it until last minute. Take it bit by bit. You will enjoy it in the
end.” (Participant 21, OEC)
“Begin ePortfolio as soon as possible. Hard to make hours to complete when
out in placement and working weekends” (Participant 50, OEC)

4.7.2 Reflective thinking
It is evident from the student responses to question 9 (Table 3) that the highest level
of agreement was with the concept that creating ePortfolios helps students develop
reflective thinking skills. Over half of the students (53.5%) agreed that constructing
an ePortfolio helped them to reflect on their learning. The following comments from
the interview participants also reinforce this finding:
“When I reflect in a written way, it tends to be very skills based, you know,
what I did well, what I didn't do well, and not so much how I felt. When it's the
kind of the audio-visual kind of, you know, electronic stuff, I think it kind of
evokes a feeling as well, when you see the picture or whatever. So, I tend to
include that, I think, in my eportfolio”.( Participant A)
“You're presenting it in different ways. I just think it's a different way that
you’re just showing your feelings and you're just verbalizing them, maybe in a
video or ammm., putting them in a poster, or maybe it might be a warning or
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a kind of a self-acknowledgement or self-awareness. You know, like, there's a
lot to be said for it because essays don't necessarily bring out that you know,
you can say something that I feel, but you know yourself in third party when
you're writing in the third person it sometimes doesn't come across as well”
(Participant D)
Participant D further elaborated on how the use of technology, specifically the use of
video effects the reflection process:
“I suppose maybe from the point of view in a video you can be more
personable, and I suppose for the feelings of self-awareness in nursing
particularly because it's a huge thing, where you can nearly bring in a way
you, can bring more of yourself to it. You know your own personality,
whereas in a kind of an essay, it's kind of impersonal because you can’t say,
well, "I think" it's someone else and I know like that’s changing, I suppose in
third or fourth year you are getting more critical. You can come across...
Yeah... just thinking about it now you can come across more, I suppose more
robust in your arguments as well” (Participant D)
Participant E commented on how creating an ePortfolio encourages reflective
thinking thus personalising the learning experience for students:
“When you are doing an assignment, you can just research everything and
write it down without putting yourself into it and it can be completely in the
third person and non-biased or out of your way altogether, whereas asking
you for how you feel about it, does put you into it so you do have to think
about it.” (Participant E)

4.8 Student perceptions of useful supports and resources for creating
ePortfolios
In Question 10 students were asked about what they perceived as useful supports and
resources in the creation of an ePortfolio (Fig.4).
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80%

80%

79%

85%
64%
51%

69%

56%

Figure 4 Student perceptions of useful supports and resources

The highest ranked statement (84.7%) relates to feedback from peers as being a useful
support. It appears that support came from both formal (university) and informal
sources (peers). Further comments from the participants that reinforce this idea are as
follows:
“If unsure of how to do something seek help from educators or other
students” (Participant 34, OEC).
“Get advice from educators, ask friends” (Participant 26, OEC).
“Collaborate with your peers and you’ll always find someone who knows how
to do the tech bit you’re having trouble with. If not, YouTube is your friend for
“how to” videos” (Participant 69, OEC).
“Find people that have created an ePortfolio in the past and ask for general
help in creating one” (Participant 3, OEC)

An equal number of students (80%) identified frequent access to a computer and a
mobile device as useful, while (79.2%) of the students in this study identified
internet-based tutorials as useful supports and resources. These results are further
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illustrated with the following comments collected from the interview participants and
the open-ended comments in question 17:
“Can look at videos to help create an ePortfolio” (Participant 49, OEC)
“Look at tutorials on how to use it first” (Participant 5, OEC)
“YouTube, I use for everything pretty much every assignment you will find an
expert on absolutely anything on YouTube. And now I have no issue with it at
all”
(Student A)
“So yeah, videos help a lot. Basically, YouTube videos.”(Student C)
“Can look at videos to help create an ePortfolio” (Participant 2, OEC)

Feedback from lecturers was identified by 69.4% of respondents as being a useful
support in the creation of an ePortfolio. It is the fourth highest ranked statement but is
worth noting as the usefulness of lecturer feedback was mentioned by participants in
the open-ended responses in the questionnaire and during the interview. Participants
expressed this view in the following comments:

“They [Educators] are dealing with hundreds of people, and yet, they're still
coming back and giving feedback on that stuff. And then, I know, in the last
code module, where we had the ePortfolio, one of the guys (educator) actually
sat and went through, you know, like, so I share my screen here, and this is
how I would go about doing it. And if I want to add this, I just go down here
and actually kind of almost step by step went through it, you know.” (Student
B)
“The educators were very supportive if we ever needed help, they were very
good to answer questions and stuff like that” (Student E)
“Engage with supervisor and obtain feedback on you work” (Participant 1,
OEC)
“Important to link in with supervisors for feedback and guidance”
(Participant 2, OEC)
“Read educator directions carefully. And engage with educators in tutorials
to gain a better understanding. Pretending you know what your doing can
lead to stress when submitting.” (Participant 5, OEC)
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“I suppose if I had a question, I was always able to email the lecturer in
question, you know there'd be no problem.” (Student D)

4.9 Students perspectives on the construction process of an ePortfolio
Students were asked to indicate their level of agreement with a series of statements
relating to the construction of their ePortfolio in question 11 and the results are
illustrated in Table 3. The highest ranked statement to this question (60%) was in
relation to how easy students found the process of adding artefacts to their ePortfolio.
The next highest ranked statement (59%) relates to clear guidance being received on
what was required in the ePortfolio e.g., which artefacts to include. There are two
statements with equal ranking (57.5.%) and therefore place them in a tie for the third
highest ranked statement. One of the statements relates to the ePortfolio being easy to
use and the other statement refers to how easy it was to navigate around the
ePortfolio. These results are further evidenced in the following comments:
“I have no real issue with that. It's fairly, it's user friendly enough [sic], like
you just as far as I know, it's kind of just drag and drop and reference
everything you use. It's not too bad at all, no.” (Student A)
“You know, it's, it's very well laid out by the college, or whoever runs it,
because it pinpoints what’s to go where. So, if you make up your artefact, say
a word document, it will tell you well, this belongs in this area and you put
such and such a thing here. So, it's well laid out by the educators. I suppose
they put in what the requirements are, so it kind of feeds one to the other, that
you put this here and you put the next thing here, you know, and it's a very
kind of a structured approach” (Student D)
I think we were quite lucky because all of our educators have the links up on
our Blackboard to go straight to the page required. We never have to kind of
try navigating Pathbrite by ourselves……….Last semester we had eight or
nine submissions for our eportfolio for that semester and putting all of those
through, they were labelled clearly, we were able to see everything and ya its
easily navigated. Thankfully.(Student E)
The following two comments while agreeing with the finding that students found it
easy to add artefacts to their ePortfolio, also reveals that this is a process that is
developed over time and with help and guidance:
“Ah, that part is quite tricky sometimes. But yeah, I think over time, you can
actually get used to it and learn how to use them” (Student C)
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“In first year, we definitely needed the help because I hadn't done anything
like that before, so I was quite lost in how to submit it in one way, but then
also to actually just put extra things onto it, and stuff like that. We did have a
class on all that. So, after we had the class, we were shown kind of how to go
about everything and it was less stressful. So, after first year it came kind of
second nature” (Student A).

Under half of the students (43.8%) agreed that they had received adequate training on
how to create and manage their ePortfolio with only (42.5%) of the students agreeing
that sufficient supports were provided by the university in the creation and
management of their ePortfolio.
Table 5 Students' perspectives on creating an ePortfolio

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

I found/find the
ePortfolio easy to use

4.1%

11%

Neither
agree or
disagree
27.4%

I found/find it easy to
add artefacts to my
ePortfolio

4.1%

11%

I found/find it easy to
navigate around the
ePortfolio
I received/receive clear
guidance on the
purpose for creating my
ePortfolio
I received/receive
training on how to
create and manage my
ePortfolio
I received/receive clear
guidance on what
was/is required in my
ePortfolio e.g which
artefacts to include.
The college
provided/provides me
with sufficient support
in the
creation/management
of my ePortfolio

2.7%

Agree

Strongly
Agree

45.2%

12.3%

23.3%

47.9%

13.7%

15.1%

24.7%

49.3%

8.2%

6.8%

13.7%

34.2%

37%

8.2%

8.2%

17.8%

30.1%

34.2%

9.6%

4.1%

12.3%

24.7%

46.6%

12.3%

4.1%

15.1%

38.4%

31.5%

11%
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4.10 Reported Challenges to Creating ePortfolios
Question 12 and Question 13 on the questionnaire sought to identify what the
students reported as challenges to using their ePortfolios in relation to the use of
information technology (Fig.5) and to identify the non-technological challenges
(Fig.6). As can be seen in Figure 1. below, 40.3% of respondents identified not liking
information technology as a challenge to creating an ePortfolio. An equal number of
respondents (29.2%) identified lack of technical support from support staff and
academic staff as challenges to creating their ePortfolios (Fig.5).

40.30%

27.80%

29.20%

29.20%

21%

No IT Access

Do not llike IT

ePortfolio software Lack of tech support Lack of tech support
difficult to use
from support staff from academic staff
Percent

Figure 5 Reported challenges to creating ePortfolios

In Question 13, students were asked to identify 3 non-technology related
items/variables that they identified as challenges to using ePortfolios (Fig.6). A
commonly cited difficulty by students in this study, was the lack of time to create and
develop their ePortfolio and this was also previously identified in Section 4.5.1.
Students also mentioned the importance and need for developing efficient time
management strategies in order to create and develop their ePortfolio. As illustrated
by (Fig.6.), 44.4% of students perceived lack of time to engage in ePortfolio
development as a challenge to creating their ePortfolio.
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As can be seen in Figure 6 below, 41.7 % of students in this study also believed that
lack of feedback from educators was a difficulty in using ePortfolios. This was also
observed in the open-ended comments from question 17:
“Do not expect a large amount of constructive feedback from supervisors”
(Student 47, OEC).
Twenty-nine students (38.9%) experienced difficulties in the creation of their
ePortfolio because they were not sure of the purpose of the ePortfolio (Fig.6)
44.40%

41.70%

38.90%
33.30%
26.40%

26.40%
20.80%

Lack of
student
support

Lack of
feedback
from
lecturers
during …

Lack of time Lack of time Not sure of
Lack of
Not relevant
to attend to engage in the purpose confidence in to my studies
training
eportfolio
of the
writing
development portfolio
reflectively

Figure 6 Perceived challenges to creating ePortfolios (non-technology)

4.11 The extent to which ePortfolios helped students with their studies
Students were asked in question 14 to indicate their level of agreement with a series
of statements relating to what extent they felt the ePortfolio helped them with their
studies (Table 5). An equal number of respondents (48%) agreed that ePortfolios
provided a place to store examples of coursework and allowed them to evaluate and
reflect on their learning processes. The answers to this question revealed that 46% of
students agreed that the ePortfolio provided them with the opportunity to reflect on
any weak areas and to keep track of their learning experiences. Just over 40% of the
students agreed that the ePortfolio allowed access to their coursework and assessment
items. The lowest level of agreement (26%) was with the statement that the ePortfolio
allows the student to store examples of extra-curricular activities relevant to their
future career.
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Table 6 Extent to which the ePortfolio helped students with their studies

Provided/Provides a
place to store
examples of my
coursework
Allowed/Allows me
to evaluate and
reflect on my
learning processes
Allowed/Allows me
to keep track of
learning experiences
and be able to reflect
on any weak areas
Allowed/Allows
access to all my
coursework and
assessment items
Allowed/Allows me
to store examples of
my extra-curricular
activities relevant to
my future career

Strongly
Disagree

Disagree

Agree

Strongly
Agree

12.3%

Neither
Agree or
disagree
32.9%

6.8%

37%

11%

4.1%

15.1%

32.9%

34.2%

13.7%

6.8%

16.4%

30.1%

39.7%

6.8%

5.5%

21.9%

31.5%

31.5%

9.6%

13.7%

21.9%

38.4%

20.5%

5.5%

4.12 Sharing ePortfolios with prospective employers & future use of
ePortfolios
Question 15 asked the participants how likely they were to share their ePortfolio with
potential employers when searching for employment (Fig.7).
30
25
20

15
10
5
0
Extremely
unlikely

Unlikely

Neither likely nor
unlikely

Likely

Extremely likely

Figure 7 Likelihood of sharing an ePortfolio with potential employers
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Thirty-nine respondents (55%) indicated that it would be unlikely or extremely
unlikely that they would share their ePortfolio with prospective employers. This was
further described by comments from Student A:
I can’t see me using this ePortfolio. No, I wouldn't really, I couldn't even tell
you what’s on it but I wouldn't be super proud of what's on it at the moment so
I wouldn't want that many people seeing it (Student A)
However, not all participants shared this viewpoint. The following comments reveal
that some respondents believe that their ePortfolio will be useful in securing future
employment and will be part of their lifelong learning process.
Student B commented that an ePortfolio is “nicer than a CV or anything like that,
because it is unique to me” and that one of the advantages of sharing an ePortfolio
with prospective employers is that the ePortfolio is “showing your skills, but it's also
showing your insight into what's going on…. it's showing this thinking behind what
you're doing, you know, and that doesn't always come across on a CV.”
Student C identified the ePortfolio as a means of providing evidence to prospective
employers of the skills, knowledge and abilities that they have developed throughout
their time in the university “…. Because I really want to, like, showcase them, like,
how far I have gone. What, you know, what achievements and you know, what kind of
results I got. They can also compare me, I mean they can actually see like how I've
been doing for the past years until now. So yeah, that's going to be a good way to
showcase that.” (Student C).

Another student recognised that the ePortfolio could be used to organise and store
evidence of continuous professional development (CPD)… “ Definitely for CPD
because it literally could link in with them. A lot of the nursing journals, especially
the Nursing Times, that I'm very aware of they'd have CPD points, like so you read an
article and you discern your understanding, and you could store all of them pieces on
the E portfolio platform (Student A). Student D also identified the ePortfolio as being
useful in providing evidence of life long learning and the progression of skills
throughout your career… “We store a lot of them on the ePortfolio and I mean,
they're going to be there with you for life you know, they're not going to be gone just
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because we're finished, they'll have to be there forever……………. it’s a kind of way
as well for you to see what you have done and kind of how you show progression as
well………. You know all the way through the career.” (Student D)

4.12.1 Student suggestions on future supports needed for ePortfolio
development
Regarding the future use of ePortfolios in the university, the interview participants
were asked if they had suggestions for supports that they would like to see being
offered by the university in relation to ePortfolio development. The following are
suggestions given by students during the interview process.
Student A suggested “..that any educator that gives an e portfolio assignment should
do one themselves first on the subject that they’re asking us to do it, so they would
know for themselves what it entails and the pitfalls..” This comment highlights the
importance of educators being confident in the use of ePortfolios themselves.
The promotion of ePortfolios as an important step in the implementation process was
expressed in the following comment: “.. like to make sure that I mean, trying to
expose the ePortfolio concept and everything to students, because I don't think many
students know about this. And yeah, I think just bring more exposure, maybe bring
like, classes or workshops, or sample ePortfolios” (Student C). Student C also
suggested that more exposure of the concept of ePortfolios was needed and
commented that on her course of study there wasn’t “very much exposure to
technology” or to the concept of ePortfolios.

Students identified that having a basic level of IT skills is necessary to create and
develop the ePortfolio. Student D commented on the need to put extra workshops in
place to help develop the necessary IT skills for creating and developing the
ePortfolio. A one-day workshop was suggested once a semester to ensure all students
understood the basic skills required. “..I think you know you'd be at an awful
disadvantage if you didn't have the basic Word and Excel and those basic packages at
a very basic level……..I think maybe if there was some kind of a workshop given,
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maybe a one-day workshop once a semester to cover to just make sure that everyone
gets to go on basics.”(Student D)

This student also mentioned that a basic level of IT skills e.g., typing skills, basic
knowledge of Word & Excel may be a necessary criterion for some courses of study
in particular for completing a degree in Nursing. “.. I suppose as well looking back,
for people initially starting out in nursing, it's not a criterion coming into the degree
in Tralee that you'd have a certain amount of IT skills and I think that's something
that needs to be brought forward.” (Student D)
The need for extra workshops was also highlighted by Student E who suggested short
refresher courses particularly after summer holidays to focus on the smaller details of
how to navigate the ePortfolio and how to upload or create videos.“Well, I know we
had one big class at the start of first year going over everything and explaining
everything and that was a great class….I'd say there would be no harm in having
those extra workshops, even for refreshers because you know you have four months
off in the summer you forget even your T numbers, so the smaller details of how to
navigate sometimes or even uploading the videos or creating videos when it comes to
ePortfolios that was the biggest challenge I found.” (Student E)

4.13 Do ePortfolios make a good mode of assessment?
The answers to question 16 (Fig. ) revealed that 44% of the respondents either agreed
or strongly agreed that ePortfolios make a good mode of assessment. Just over 30%
of participants chose “neither agree or disagree” and 26% of the students disagreed.
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Figure 8 Do ePortfolios make a good mode of assessment?

7

4.14 Inferential Statistics
The findings in the previous sections provided a mixture of qualitative data from the
open-ended responses and interviews, summary and descriptive statistics and a number
of inferential statistical tests that sought to examine the degree of relationship between
variables. The following section provides a detailed exposition of a wider range of
statistical procedures that were carried out which allows the researcher to make
inferences about the findings in this study in relation to the larger student population.
A Spearman's rank-order correlation was run to assess a set of relationships between
variables as outlined in Table 6. below. The Spearman’s rank-order correlation is a
measure of the strength and direction of the association/relationship between two
continuous or ordinal variables. This procedure was preferred as the data was not
normally distributed.Interpretation of the correlation coefficient is outlined in Table 7.
A test of normality for each set of variables deemed a non-parametric inferential
procedure as appropriate. As previously mentioned, seventy-two students responded,
and this forms the basis of all inferential analysis. A scatterplot analysis displayed a
monotonic pattern for each relationship explored.
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Table 6 Results of Spearman's rank-order correlations

Variable 1

Variable 2

Ease of use of EPortfolio
(Q.11 (a))
Ease of use of EPortfolio
(Q.11 (a))

Receiving clear guidance on purpose of ePortfolio
(Q.11 (d))
Receiving training on how to create and manage an
ePortfolio
(Q.11 (e))
Receiving clear guidance on what was required in
ePortfolio e.g., Artefacts
(Q.11 (f))
Help from classmates or friends
(Q.10 (d))
The College provided me with sufficient supports in
the creation/management of my ePortfolio
(Q.11 (g))
Improvement in digital literacy skills

Ease of use of EPortfolio
(Q.11 (a))
Ease of use of ePortfolio
(Q.11 (a))
Ease of use of ePortfolio
(Q.11 (a))
Ease to add artefacts
(Q.11 (b))
Ease to add artefacts
(Q.11 (b))

Internet based Tutorials
(Q.10 (c ))

Ease to navigate around the
Improvement in digital literacy skills
ePortfolio
(Q.11 (c))
ePortfolios taking too much
Prior digital literacy skills
time
(Q.9 (a))
ePortfolios
help
with
Receiving clear guidance on purpose of ePortfolio
reflection process
(Q.11 (d))
(Q.9 (b))
Having
access
to
I found the ePortfolio easy to use
model/example portfolios
(Q.11)
(Q.10 (g))
Positive experience of using
Improvement in digital literacy skills
ePortfolios
(Q.9 (d))
The ePortfolio allows me to
Receiving clear guidance on purpose of ePortfolio
track learning experiences and
(Q.11 (d))
I am able to reflect on areas of
weakness
(Q.14 (c))
Lack of feedback from
I felt/feel confident about creating and maintaining
educators during ePortfolio
my ePortfolio
development (Q.13)
(Q.9)
Lack of feedback from
My experience with the ePortfolio has been positive
educators during ePortfolio
(Q.9)
development (Q.13)
Significance of Correlations:
† p < 0.100
* p < 0.050
** p < 0.010
*** p < 0.001

70

PValue
.493**

Correlation

.318**

Moderate

.399**

Moderate

0.175

Zero

.326**

Moderate

.311**

Moderate

0.165

Zero

.289*

Weak

-0.111

Zero

.431**

Moderate

0.085

Weak

0.118

Weak

0.045

Weak

-0.07

Zero

0.251*

Zero

Moderate

Table 7 Interpretation of correlations was in accordance with the following table

Correlation Coefficient

Interpretation (+ positive/- negative

O to .29

Weak

.3 to .59

Moderate

.6 and above

Strong

Quantitative and qualitative data will be discussed in detail in the next chapter.

4.15 Conclusion
The findings in this study provided an insight into student experiences of using and
creating ePortfolios in the context of teaching and learning. It outlined the perceived
benefits and challenges of creating an ePortfolio, regarding both technological and
non-technological areas from the student perspective. Student attitudes towards future
use of their ePortfolio and sharing it with a prospective employer were also outlined
in this chapter. The next chapter will provide a detailed discussion of the issues
emanating from the data. The discussion chapter will explain how these findings
relate to the literature reviewed and the research questions associated with this study.
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Chapter Five - Discussion
5.1 Introduction
The aim of this study as previously mentioned was to capture the perspectives of
students in MTU (Kerry Campus) during a period of time when ePortfolios were
increasingly being adopted in a number of departments, albeit in an “organic manner”
(Nagle, O’Connell & Farrelly, 2019, p.1). This research study used a mixed methods
research design which consisted of an online questionnaire followed by a series of
semi-structured interviews. A mixed-methods approach was chosen to obtain as wide
a range of views as possible and to answer the following research questions:
1. What are the main challenges that students face when engaging with
ePortfolios within their HEI education?
2. How can their experience with ePortfolios be enhanced?
These research questions are considered in the following sections of this chapter.
Research question number one is addressed in Sections 5.2 to 5.7. Section 5.2
examines student experiences of using an ePortfolio in the context of teaching and
learning. Section 5.3. outlines the platforms used by students to create their
ePortfolios. It also discusses how the process of creating and developing an ePortfolio
helps to develop digital literacy skills. Section 5.4 outlines student perceptions of
useful supports and resources for creating ePortfolios. Section 5.5. discusses student
perspectives on the construction process of the ePortfolio. Section 5.6 outlines student
perspectives on sharing their ePortfolio with prospective employers. Section 5.7
examines student perspectives on sharing their ePortfolio with prospective employers.
The final section, Section 5.8, addresses the second research question. This section
examines how students’ experiences with ePortfolios can be enhanced and includes
student suggestions for future supports needed for the creation and development of
ePortfolios in MTU (Kerry Campus). While Section 5.8 deals with the enhancement
of ePortfolios specifically, some implicit elements that respond to question number
two are included in the previous sections. The three superordinate themes that
emerged from the interpretative analysis were (i) student experiences (in context of
teaching and learning) (ii) Technology & digital skills (iii) Future (student
willingness to use ePortfolios in the future and suggestions on how to enhance
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ePortfolio development within the university). Quotations from the interview
participants will also be used to facilitate understanding in relation to both of these
research questions.

5.2 Student experiences of using an ePortfolio in the context of teaching
and learning
In the following subsections student experiences of creating and using their ePortfolio
will be considered. Both positive and negative experiences were identified through
student reflections and data gathered.
5.2.1 Reflection
Reflection is one of the key elements in the creation of an ePortfolio. Barrett (2000)
refers to an ePortfolio without reflection as simply a multi-media presentation or a
digital scrapbook. The process of creating and developing an ePortfolio helps
students to develop reflective thinking skills and this is well documented in the
literature (Barrett, 2005; Wang & Jeffrey, 2017; Scully, O’Leary & Brown, 2018;
Wakimoto & Lewis, 2014). The findings in this study concur with the literature
review with over half of the participants (53.5%) agreeing with the statement that
ePortfolios helped them to develop reflective thinking skills.
Data from this study indicated that 48% of the students found the creation of their
ePortfolio a useful tool that enabled them to evaluate and reflect on their learning
processes. Through these reflections students were able to identify and document
their personal growth, acquisition of knowledge and development of skills. This
supports the findings of a study by McNicol et al (2014, p.5) where they reported that
“that recording reflections helped to develop students’ skills in self-evaluation; as
they became more aware of the learning process, they were able to see how they were
developing as individuals.” This result is also supported by Gibson (2006, p.139)
who reported that “a multimedia artifact in an ePortfolio can capture and represent
actual performance abilities in action within natural settings.” The ePortfolio provides
the student with the opportunity to document their successes and accomplishments.
Reviewing their accomplishments can increase student motivation to keep studying
and investing time and effort (Ciesielkiewicz,2019).
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Researchers such as Riedinger (2006) claim that the technology of ePortfolios is
attractive to students and one of the benefits of the ePortfolio is that it allows them to
incorporate audio, graphics, and video to illustrate their learning experiences. The
addition of digital artefacts provides the student with a greater degree of flexibility in
terms of evidencing their learning and hence affords a whole new range of creative
and technical capabilities. The act of creating and curating the artefacts is a creative
and cognitive process which in turn informs the reflective process (ibid.).
5.2.2 ePortfolios and assessment
Research indicates that there is a growing emphasis being placed by higher education
on assessment for learning and in the use of formative approaches in the assessment
of student learning. It has been suggested that an ePortfolio may be the most “readily
adopted method” to achieve these outcomes (Pelliccione, & Dixon, 2008, p.759). A
study by Wang & Jeffrey (2017) found that students preferred ePortfolio assessment
to traditional paper examination, as the ePortfolio assessment led to communication
with others through the expression of personal feelings. This finding was echoed by
many of the students in this study, who voiced a preference for creating an ePortfolio
over the traditional essay format. The following comments highlight this opinion:
“you’re showing your feelings and you’re verbalising them……there’s a lot to be said
for it because essays don’t necessarily bring out that you know” (Participant D), “I
found it a useful way of learning…it’s a change away from written assignments,
which I find a tedious business” (Participant A).
However, despite student comments that ePortfolios encourage creativity and are a
more personal mode of assessment, just under half of the respondents (48%) in this
study either agreed or strongly agreed that ePortfolios make a good mode of
assessment. These results are also supported by the findings from a student survey by
ePortfolio Hub (2016) entitled “Awareness and Usage of ePortfolios by Students in
Higher Education in Ireland.” where only 45% of the participants indicated that they
found ePortfolios to be an effective means of assessing learning. These results
highlight the importance of promoting ePortfolios to the students. The benefits of
ePortfolio use needs to be clearly explained and demonstrated. There needs to be
clear alignment with course outcomes and students need to be informed of the
ePortfolio assessment criteria.
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Deneen, Brown & Carless (2018) found that if students have a positive attitude
towards using their ePortfolio this will lead to positive views about ePortfolios
contributing to assessment for learning. Just under half (48%) of the students in this
study indicated that creating their ePortfolio was a positive experience. These results
point to the need for sufficient technical supports to be made available to students to
help with the creation and development of their ePortfolio. Careful consideration
should also be given to the “design of the ePortfolio entries, so that they don’t
become time-consuming and cumbersome for students” (Farrell, 2019, p.124).

5.3 Reported Challenges to creating ePortfolios
One of the key research questions in this study was to identify the main challenges
that students face when engaging with ePortfolios within their HEI education. The
following subsections outline the main (i) challenges in relation to the use of
information technology and (ii) non-technological challenges identified by the
students in creating and developing their ePortfolios.
5.3.1. Reported challenges relating to the creation of ePortfolios
The following subsections outline challenges reported by the students in the creation
and development of their ePortfolios.
5.3.1.1 Students dislike of information technology

Information Technology (IT) is a broad term which encompasses “all forms of
technology used to create, store, exchange and utilise information in its various forms
including business data, conversations, still images, motion pictures and multimedia
presentations” (Lawson et al. 2006, p.273).
In this study 40% of students reported not liking IT as a challenge to creating their
ePortfolios. The dislike of IT may be linked to students having inadequate IT skills to
create and develop their ePortfolio. As mentioned in section 2.4.3.1 students arrive at
university “unskilled” and “even insecure” about technologies tied to course
management or specific to the academic discipline (Kaminski, Seel & Cullen, 2003,
p.54). A study by Bergdahl, Nouri & Fors (2020, p.976) found that “high levels of
digital skills were related to high levels of engagement in technology enhanced
learning (TEL).” According to Farrell (2019) poor competence with IT and
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inadequate levels of training and support can cause students to become frustrated with
using ePortfolio technology.
As outlined in the technology acceptance model (TAM) perceived ease of use and
perceived usefulness are the key factors that predict technology acceptance. The
students that indicated dislike of IT as a challenge to creating the ePortfolio may have
had difficulties with the operation of a certain platform or experienced difficulties
with adding or locating artefacts. Student A referred to the time-consuming nature of
creating an ePortfolio and how that “if you’re struggling with IT and struggling with
composing a word document” that the process of creating the ePortfolio becomes
stressful and consumes even more time. This in turn may lead to the student not
liking IT which then becomes a challenge to creating the ePortfolio. Students may
also dislike IT if they do not see the benefits to using an ePortfolio or if they feel that
the ePortfolio is a digital tool that is being imposed on them.
A study by Andrews & Cole (2015) found that the use of technology in an
undergraduate nursing education programme had the potential to cause anxiety in
students. The authors highlighted the importance of having clear guidelines and a
good support structure in place when introducing ePortfolios. Student perspectives
on support received from both academic staff and support staff is discussed in the
following section.
5.3.1.2 Lack of technical support from academic staff and support staff

Inadequate IT skills and technical support reduce student perceptions of the value of
an ePortfolio which lead to low levels of student engagement and poor-quality work
(Andrews & Cole, 2015). Farrell (2019) reports that the level of technical support
provided to the students has a significant impact on the student experience of learning
with an ePortfolio. The results from this study show that 29% of respondents consider
lack of technical support from academic staff and support staff to be a challenge to
creating their ePortfolio. Overall, the students that participated in this study were very
positive about the level of support they had received from the educators and
university in creating and developing their ePortfolios.
5.3.1.3 Non- technological challenges relating to the creation of ePortfolios
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The following subsections discuss the non-technological challenges identified by
students in the creation and development of their ePortfolios.

5.3.2 Time
One of the dominant issues that emerged from this research study, was that the
students considered the development and maintenance of their ePortfolios, to be a
time-consuming process. Time was identified by the participants as a challenge to
creating an ePortfolio. Just under half of the students (48%) indicated that the
ePortfolio took too much time to create with 44% of respondents also identifying lack
of time to engage in ePortfolio development as a challenge to ePortfolio usage. These
findings are consistent with numerous other studies such as O’Keeffe & Donnelly
(2013), Janosik & Frank (2013) and the findings from a student survey conducted by
ePortfolio Hub (2016) on the Awareness and Usage of ePortfolios by Students in
Higher Education in Ireland.
The issue of time was also mentioned by students in both the open-ended responses
and interview data, as being a major challenge when trying to complete an ePortfolio
while on work placement. Two of the comments from the interviews which
highlighted this were: “The only negative thing I found about it is that you’re very
pressured on placement because we do an ePortfolio when we are out on our work
placement” (Student D) and “They are time consuming, especially ones that were
required during our placements….. they were either dragged out or they were
crunched into a very short time before we submitted them” (Student E). These
findings are supported by Hsieh & Lee (2015) who reported that the development of
ePortfolios was often rushed because of time constraints due to heavy coursework
commitments.
5.3.2.1 Managing Time

The findings of this research show that 40% of students spend between 14-30 hours
updating their ePortfolio monthly, with 17% of participants spending 36 hours and
above while 15% of respondents indicated they spend 2 hours or below. Interestingly,
in this study, the results of a Mann-Whitney U test revealed that there was no
correlation between time spent creating the ePortfolio and the two age groups (18-22
and 23 years and over). Zhong & Hartsell (2015, p.12) identified that allowing
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students more time to complete their ePortfolio across their course may motivate
students to “adopt the innovation” and continue to use their ePortfolio in the future.
They suggest (i) teaching the ePortfolio in segments may help the students to manage
their time. The importance of being able to manage your time efficiently was
highlighted by students in both the interview data and open-ended responses in this
study. (ii) allow students to complete their ePortfolio during class time rather than
outside of class time particularly during the implementation stages.
5.3.2.2 Time Versus Benefit Analysis

As the creation and development of an ePortfolio requires a significant amount of
time and effort on the part of the student, it is important that students “buy in” to the
value of the ePortfolio as an authentic mode of assessment and are aware of the
benefits of using an ePortfolio (Tosh,2005). This buy in is required if students are
expected to invest substantial amounts of time in their ePortfolios. Additionally,
Farrell et al. (2021, p101) identified that buy-in along with the presence of support
were “key ingredients” for the successful implementation of ePortfolios. Research has
shown that assessment choices have a direct impact on student perceptions of a
particular course, student motivation and their overall approach to their study
(Pelliccione & Dixon, 2008). Interestingly, only 44% of students that participated in
this study either agreed or strongly agreed that ePortfolios make a good mode of
assessment.” One of the participants in this study commented “for our course, items
on the ePortfolio are not graded, they’re just pass or fail. Don’t put too much effort
into them. Concentrate more on practical skills” (Participant 18). Pelliccione &
Dixon (2008, p.751) found that students are more likely “to strive for achievement”
when they receive a graded result as opposed to a pass/fail grade.
Abdullah et al. (2016) noted that students need to understand the benefits of
ePortfolio use and to understand why they are using them in their course, as this can
influence their motivation and increase the level of student engagement. One of the
interview participants, when asked for suggestions/advice for future use of ePortfolios
in the university commented: “to expose the portfolio concept to students because I
don’t think many students know about this……in my course we don’t have much
exposure to technology and this kind of concept.” The promotion of ePortfolios to the
students was identified in the literature as an important factor to be addressed early in
the implementation process (Denton & Wicks, 2013).
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5.4 Technology and digital literacy skills
This section discusses how the creation and development of an ePortfolio leads to an
improvement in digital literacy skills.
According to an employability toolkit guide issued by (JISC, 2021) supporting
graduate employability has become increasingly important for learning providers and
digital skills are a key component in supporting employability in the 21st century
economy. Digital skills are “vital for Ireland’s future, both in higher-end dedicated
ICT jobs and, more widely, as a basic core competence” (Ireland’s National Skills
Strategy 2025). In the present study, the results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test
revealed that the process of creating and developing an ePortfolio elicited an increase
in digital literacy skills. However, the One-way ANOVA test revealed that there was
no correlation between the time spent creating the ePortfolio and increase in digital
literacy skills.
Creating and editing video and audio files along with creating and editing an
ePortfolio were identified as aspects of digital literacy that showed the greatest level
of improvement following the process of creating an ePortfolio. These findings are
supported by Walz (2006) who reported that ePortfolios are digital tools that allow
the students to develop information management and computer skills. This finding
was also supported by O’ Neill & McCarthy (2021) who revealed that nearly 70% of
participants in their study indicated that the ePortfolio enhanced their digital skills.
One of the key strategic objectives stated in Ireland’s National Skills Strategy 2025
(p.71) is that “education and training providers will place a stronger focus on
providing skills development opportunities that are relevant to the needs of learners,
society and the economy.” The results from this study would suggest that the process
of creating and developing ePortfolios could help MTU (Kerry Campus) to achieve
this outcome.
Today’s learners have a greater knowledge of technology. The term “digital native”
was coined by Marc Prensky in 2001 to describe a generation of young people that
have grown up surrounded by digital technology. However, studies suggest that
student experience and comfort level with using technology is varied and can be very
different for a mature students compared to an 18-year-old undergraduate (Towards a
National Digital Skills Framework for Irish Higher Education, 2015). Interestingly,
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in the present study the results from the Mann-Whitney U test revealed that there was
no difference between the two age groups i.e., 18-22 and 23 years and over, regarding
improvement of IT skills. One of the interview participants commented that “creating
an ePortfolio provides a level playing field… most students are creating an ePortfolio
for the first time” (Participant C).
Research has shown that multiple factors apart from age determine how an individual
engages with technology and these include “time, one’s social network, educational
stage and discipline” (Connaway et al., 2017, p.45). Analysis of the data in this study
revealed that there was no correlation between the age of the student and
improvement in digital literacy skills. Student skills and understanding of new
technologies and software applications is varied and can a also be influenced by their
area of study (Emmett, 2011). White & LeCornu’s (2011) Visitor and Residents
model of online engagement was developed in response to the limitations of
Prensky’s (2001) Digital natives versus Digital immigrants’ theory. Prensky (2001)
did not take socio-economic and cultural factors into account e.g access to technology
or the diverse range of technologies that are available (White & LeCornu, 2011).
From a technological perspective the V&R model contends “that a particular tool or
source will yield different outcomes for different people” (ibid p.45). The Visitor &
Residents (V&R) model focuses on context and student motivation rather than age
and provides an alternative way of understanding how people engage with technology
(Connaway et al., 2017, p.9)
An ePortfolio is a digital tool which is comprised of various technical elements e.g.
audio files, video files, graphics, blogs, podcasts. A V&R map is a good way to
understand how students interact and engage with the various technical elements of
the ePortfolio. Any student creating an ePortfolio could complete a V&R map before
they create their ePortfolio and again at the end. This would be an interesting research
strategy to see if there was a development in their digital skills.
The V&R analysis of digital skills is a good way to demonstrate how a student can
move along the continuum from visitor to resident during the process of creating an
ePortfolio. For example, a student may upload a video to their ePortfolio and once the
task is completed, they go offline, this would be regarded as being a digital visitor.
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The same student may also create a podcast or write a blog as part of their ePortfolio,
and these would be considered resident activities.
Moving on from this discussion on how creating an ePortfolio enhances digital
literacy skills the next section examines the various platforms used by students to
create their ePortfolios.
5.4.1 Platforms used to create the ePortfolio
Findings from this study indicated that there was no association between the two
variables ease of use of the ePortfolio and the platform used by the students. When
the students were asked to identify technological challenges to using their ePortfolios,
28% of students indicated that they found the ePortfolio software difficult to use.
Pathbrite was identified as the most common platform used by students to create their
ePortfolio (48 respondents). Pathbrite has been adopted as a platform by the Nursing
Department in MTU (Kerry Campus).Overall, the students had a positive experience
using Pathbrite software, however, three participants mentioned specifically that they
found Pathbrite hard to navigate. Previous research has shown that when students
have difficulty with specific ePortfolio platforms they may spend most of their time
trying to learn how to use the technology rather than creating their ePortfolio ( Scully,
O Leary Brown, 2018). This indicates that extra support and guidance is needed to
ensure that the students are comfortable and confident with how to use this platform
to create their ePortfolio.
Tosh (2005) suggests allowing students to use any platform that they are comfortable
using and the students will work harder as they have chosen the technology.
Interestingly, in this study 18 students indicated that they use Google Docs to create
their ePortfolio, followed by YouTube (14 respondents) and eleven respondents
indicating they used “Other” platforms. However, allowing the students freedom to
choose their own platform may not be a feasible option, as the institution may not be
able to provide adequate supports if too many platforms are being used.
When choosing an institutional platform for creating ePortfolios it also needs to be
taken into consideration if specific types of platforms are needed for specific degrees.
For example, Nursing /Midwife Education programmes need a platform that can
support nurses/midwives training along the continuum from undergraduate education
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to registration and post-registration and requirements such as revalidation (Harrington
& O’Neill, 2021). According to JISC (2019, p.8) “the requirement on health
professionals to revalidate is driving growth in ePortfolio use for continuing
professional development.” Currently the most used platforms in the area of
Nursing/Midwife education are Mahara and Pebblepad, as they give the owners
complete ownership of their ePortfolio (Hains-Wesson et al.,2014). However,
Harrington & O Neill (2021, p.144) also state that irrespective of the platform being
used it needs to be “workable, adaptable and understandable.”

5.5 Student Perceptions of useful supports and resources for creating
ePortfolios
The following subsections discuss the top three useful supports and resources
identified by students in the creation of their ePortfolios. Specifically (i) feedback
from peers (ii) internet-based tutorials on how to create an ePortfolio and (iii)
feedback from educators.
5.5.1 Feedback from Peers
Peer feedback is defined by Liu & Carless (2006, p.2) as a “communication process
through which learners enter into dialogues related to performance and standards.” In
the area of higher education peer feedback has been shown to enhance student’s
learning and achievement, metacognition, and self-regulatory practice (Simonsmeier
et al., 2020). Previous research has identified that receiving feedback from peers
helps students to understand and identify their errors and enables them to “monitor
their own work process and progress” (ibid. p.707). Nearly 85% of the participants
identified feedback from peers as being a useful support. In particular the students
found peer support beneficial when looking for general help in creating the ePortfolio
and also with technological difficulties. This finding is supported by Bollinger &
Shepherd (2010) who found peer support to be a very effective resource in the
implementation of ePortfolios. O’Keeffe & Donnelly (2013, p.8) suggest that peer
support is to be encouraged so that students can “solve problems or issues associated
with the ePortfolio together.”
5.5.2 Internet based tutorials on how to create an ePortfolio
The way that people learn has changed significantly in the past of number of years
and this change has been linked to “the advent of the internet and the development of
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numerous digital tools (Shea & Parayitam, 2019, p.1048). Almost 80% of
respondents in this study identified internet-based tutorials particularly YouTube
“how to” videos as a useful resource in creating their ePortfolio. These findings are
also reflected in a study by Ryan (2018) where participants identified the “how to”
videos as the most useful as they could go at their pace and pause and repeat the
instructions as necessary. Tiernan (2013, p.11) also reported that students found
videos useful for explaining “complex concepts in an easy to understand and concise
way.”

5.5.3 Feedback from Educators
A study by Tosh (2005) identified feedback from educators as being an important part
of the creation and development of an ePortfolio. Tosh (2005) believed that students
should get continuous feedback especially throughout the development stage of their
ePortfolio to ensure they are going in the right direction and to facilitate dialogue
between student and educator. ePortfolio tools can be used to provide continuous and
varied types of feedback to students throughout a program which can enhance and
strengthen student learning (Donnelly & O’Keeffe, 2013). Feedback from educators
helps the student to monitor their progress along with identifying areas that may
require extra support (O’Keeffe, 2012). In this study nearly 70% of students
identified feedback from educators as a useful support in creating their ePortfolio
while 42% of respondents indicated lack of feedback from educators as a challenge to
creating the ePortfolio. Overall, the participants in this study were positive about the
level of feedback and guidance that they received from their educators throughout the
process of creating and developing their ePortfolio. However, lack of student
feedback was indicated by one student in the open-ended response to question 17.
This student commented “do not expect a large amount of constructive feedback from
supervisors” (Participant 47).

5.6 Student perspectives on the construction process of an ePortfolio
The following subsections will discuss student perspectives of the construction
process of their ePortfolios.
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5.6.1 Process of adding artefacts to the ePortfolio
According to Ramirez & Sanborn (2015) “student artifacts are the elemental
components of the ePortfolio.” The addition of artefacts to their ePortfolio provides
the students with an opportunity to showcase their skills and abilities while
documenting their learning journey. In this study 60% of the students indicated that
they found it easy to locate and add artefacts to their ePortfolio. A Spearman's rankorder correlation correlation analysis revealed a moderate correlation between an
improvement in digital literacy skills and ease of adding artefacts. Some of the
interview participants claimed that adding artefacts to the ePortfolio was a process
that developed over time and with guidance- “…the first step is going to be hard, it’s
going to be time consuming, but by practicing, I think it’s gonna be easier
(Participant C). These perceptions are mirrored in a report by O’ Keeffe (2012) who
found that students required extra support in developing skills to help them embed
artefacts such as imagery and video into their ePortfolios.
5.6.2 Receiving clear guidance on the purpose of the ePortfolio
A key point that has emerged from a review of the literature is the importance of
students understanding why they are using an ePortfolio as part of their course, as a
lack of clarity on the purpose of the ePortfolio may result in a high level of student
disengagement with the process (Kimball, 2005).
The results from this study revealed that just 45% of students agreed that they had
received clear guidance on the purpose of creating their ePortfolio. Twenty-nine
students (39%) reported that they had experienced difficulties in the creation of their
ePortfolio because they were not sure of the purpose of the ePortfolio. A Spearman's
rank-order correlation analysis in this study found a moderate correlation between
receiving clear guidance on the purpose of the ePortfolio and ease of use of the
ePortfolio. Receiving clear guidance on the purpose of the ePortfolio has been
identified in the literature as an important part of the implementation or introduction
stage of the process (Morales, Tarkovska & Soler-Dominguez, 2014; Alexiou &
Paraskeva, 2010). Therefore, it is important that the role and purpose of the ePortfolio
needs to be “reinforced by all members of the teaching team on a regular basis”
(Peacock et al.,2010, p.840).
84

5.6.3 Ease of use and navigation of the ePortfolio
Perceived Ease of Use has been identified as one of the most important constructs in
TAM (Technology Acceptance Model) as this has been shown to “affect the
learner’s intention to use e-learning” (Abdullah et al. 2016, p.77). The results from
this study indicated that 58% of students found the ePortfolio easy to use. Similarly,
58% of the respondents also indicated that they found it easy to navigate around the
ePortfolio. These results suggest that the students are comfortable using the platform
they have chosen to create their ePortfolios. While these results are encouraging, it
also indicates that 42% of students did not find their ePortfolio easy to use. This has
implications for the university in terms of platform used and the type of supports
needed to be put in place. Perhaps one of the reasons behind the perceived ease of use
reported could be linked to the level of training received. The next section discusses
the student perspectives on training and supports received in the creation and
development of their ePortfolio.

5.6.4 Training received on how to create and manage the ePortfolio
Previous research (Wuetherick & Dickinson, 2015) has shown that training and
support are key factors in the successful implementation of ePortfolios. Klampfer &
Kohler (2015) reported a very high correlation between perceived support and student
motivation to use the ePortfolio. Regarding the creation and management of their
ePortfolios, the findings from this study suggest that students perceive that there is a
lack of ePortfolio training and support provided by the university. Analysis of the
data revealed that the majority of students surveyed (56%) indicated that they had not
received training on how to create and manage their ePortfolio. Less than half of the
respondents (43%) agreed that the university supported them in the creation and
management of their ePortfolio. A Spearman's rank-order correlation analysis of the
data in this study revealed a moderate correlation between ease of use of the
ePortfolio and the university providing sufficient supports in the
creation/management of ePortfolios.
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A study by Andrews & Cole (2015) spoke of the importance of providing individual
support for the students that experience persistent difficulties with the ePortfolio
technology. As mentioned in section 2.5.3 , the successful implementation of
ePortfolios requires a full suite of support mechanisms for both student and educator
(Alexiou & Paraskeva, 2010). Studies such as Nagle, O’Connell & Farrelly (2019)
identified the need for student training in relation to artefact development and also
specific guidance initially on what artefacts to include in their portfolio as well as
reflective prompts to aid the reflection process. These suggestions were also reflected
in student comments throughout the interview process of this study. Students
indicated the need for extra workshops to cover IT skills, addition of artefacts and
how to create and navigate the ePortfolio. The results from this study highlight the
importance of a review by the university of the current levels and extent of support
provided to students in the creation and development of their ePortfolio. As
previously mentioned in Section 2.5.1 policy and guidelines need to be put in place
by the university regarding ePortfolio implementation. These policy and guidelines
help to facilitate uniformity, provide adequate guidance in how to implement the
ePortfolios across departments and to establish clear expectations regarding
ePortfolio implementation (Porter et al.,2016)

5.7 Student perspectives on sharing their ePortfolio with prospective
employers
Numerous researchers have highlighted the fact that an ePortfolio can be used to
support employment applications (Tosh, 2005; Dalziel, Challen & Sutherland, 2006;
Walz, 2006; Wakimoto & Lewis, 2014). According to Holtzman et al. (2021, p.2)
“college graduates need to be prepared to demonstrate that they have the acquired
skills, competencies, and knowledge for the global workplace’s demands” Steinberg’s
(2020) research highlighted that during the Covid, and Post-Covid environment
employers are looking for people who can take initiative, display self-awareness and
have a high level of communication skills. An ePortfolio provides students with the
opportunity to demonstrate their skills and abilities to prospective employers through
digital presentations of their work (e.g., video), which can be updated and adapted
over time (Ciesielkiewicz, 2019). Research has shown that human resource
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departments are adopting digital platforms such as the ePortfolio over the paper CV
as a way of assessing an applicant and “seeing the candidate’s skills for the position”
(Holtzman et al. 2021, p.1). This was echoed in a comment by Student B who
commented “it’s nicer than a CV or anything like that, because it is unique to me.”
Another interview participant commented on how ePortfolios help “you to see what
you have done... how you show progression as well…all the way through your
career” (Student D).
Overall, the interview participants were very positive and enthusiastic about using
their ePortfolio to help gain employment in the future. However, the majority of
respondents (55%) in this study indicated that it would be unlikely or extremely
unlikely that they would share their ePortfolio with prospective employers. These
findings do not concur with previous research by Wakimoto & Lewis (2014) who
reported that the majority of students in their study felt that their ePortfolio was
important in job searches and in their continuing career development. The findings
from this study are consistent with the findings from a study by ePortfolio Hub
(2016,p.14) entitled (Awareness and Usage of ePortfolios by Students in Higher
Education in Ireland: Findings from a Student Survey), who reported that “the use of
ePortfolio for preparing for future employment and career development was not as
strong in the survey findings.”

5.8 Enhancement of ePortfolio experience
The second research question in this study sought to identify how the student
experience with ePortfolios could be enhanced. This subsection will discuss
suggestions given by the students during the semi-structured interview on supports
that they would like to see offered by MTU (Kerry Campus) in relation to ePortfolio
development.
5.8.1 Student suggestions on future supports needed for ePortfolio development
Students were asked during the semi-structured interviews if they had any
suggestions for supports that they would like to see being offered by MTU (Kerry
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Campus) in relation to ePortfolio development. Broadly speaking the suggestions put
forward by the students were in line with previous research.
One of the students recommended that educators should complete an ePortfolio
themselves first, to know what it entails and to pre-empt any challenges. This is
consistent with the findings of Tosh (2005, p.4) who found many students felt the
problem with the promotion of ePortfolios is that “the people trying to explain it have
never probably used it so in a way they have no clue what they are talking about.”
Kertesz (2016, p.115) emphasises that educator-educators must engage with” the tool
themselves to develop the ICT skills necessary to respond to the wider educational
implications in all courses in all programs.”
Another one of the interview participants suggested that more exposure of the
concept of ePortfolios was needed and commented that on her course of study there
wasn’t “very much exposure to technology” or to the concept of ePortfolios. The
importance of promoting the uses and benefits to the students has been identified in
numerous studies including Chen et al, (2012) and (Tosh, 2005). If ePortfolios are to
be implemented on an institution wide basis, then students need to be familiar with
and to understand the concept of ePortfolios. It is important that the benefits of
ePortfolio use are highlighted and demonstrated to the students, particularly, how
ePortfolios can help them to develop skills that are required by employers in today’s
economy.
The need for extra workshops to help develop the necessary IT skills for creating and
developing ePortfolios, was also highlighted by two of the students during the
interviews. It was also mentioned that a basic level of IT skills e.g., typing skills,
basic knowledge of Word are necessary, and workshops could also be offered in these
areas. These suggestions are reflected in a study by O’Keeffe & Donnelly (2013, p.7)
who found that students wanted more technology and multimedia workshops along
with IT training sessions on “how to do a few small practical things.” The results
from a screening of student computer skills (mentioned in Section 5.5) at the
beginning of the year, could be used to determine the type of workshops needed to
address the development of the students’ skills going forward.
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5.9 Chapter Summary
In this study, students of MTU (Kerry Campus) shared their experiences of creating
and developing an ePortfolio. The key benefits and challenges experienced by the
students while engaging with their ePortfolios, were broadly similar to those
discussed in the literature review. The discussion was presented under the three broad
categories (i) student experiences of using an ePortfolio in the context of teaching and
learning (ii)Technology and digital literacy skills (iii) enhancement of the ePortfolio
experience and suggestions on future supports needed for ePortfolio development.
The knowledge that has emerged from this research study will inform procedures
around the implementation of ePortfolios and identify ways to enhance the
experiences of students engaging with these digital tools.
In chapter six, the main conclusions of the research are identified, and
recommendations based on the research findings will be offered.
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Chapter Six - Conclusion & Recommendations
6.1 Introduction
This study captured the perspectives of students in MTU (Kerry Campus) regarding
the process of creating and developing an ePortfolio. In order to gain insight into the
process of creating an ePortfolio from the perspectives of students, the following
research questions were addressed:
1. What are the main challenges that students face when engaging with
ePortfolios within their HEI education?
2. How can their experience with ePortfolios be enhanced?
To answer the research questions, the researcher employed a mixed methods research
design i.e., online questionnaire and semi-structured interviews. The findings from
the seventy-two online questionnaires were used to inform the questions asked in the
five semi-structured interviews. Analysis of the data from the online questionnaires,
open-ended responses and interview transcripts revealed that the students had both
positive and negative experiences while creating their ePortfolios. The main benefits
of using an ePortfolio according to the participants in this study were (i) ePortfolios
helped them to reflect on their learning processes and connect theory to practice (ii)
feedback from both peers and educators helped to enhance their learning (iii) creating
an ePortfolio helped to improve their level of digital literacy skills and (iv) ePortfolio
assessment encourages creativity compared to traditional written assignments.
Despite the clear benefits of using an ePortfolio some challenges to creating an
ePortfolio were also identified. Students indicated that the ePortfolio took too much
to create and the lack of time to engage in ePortfolio development was also identified
as a challenge. This chapter will summarise the significant findings of the study and
offer recommendations to address the issues raised and for future research.

6.2 Significant findings of the study
This study provides a student perspective on the ePortfolio implementation process in
MTU (Kerry Campus). Understanding student perspectives of ePortfolio adoption
and use, is important for informing policies and procedures that are necessary for the
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successful implementation of educational technology and further developing insights
into digital learning tools. The findings of this study will add to existing literature on
ePortfolio use within the Irish HEI context.
6.2.1 Assessment
The findings of this study suggest that ePortfolios offer a practical way of
operationalising the National Forum’s principles of assessment of, for and as learning
(2016). ePortfolios provide educators with the opportunity to give feedback to their
students in written or audio format (assessment for learning) as well as creating
opportunities for peer-to-peer feedback and discussion. Throughout the ePortfolio
process students can reflect on their own work and the work of other students.
Allowing students to self-review and peer review, encourages them to take more
responsibility for their own learning, critically evaluate their own work, monitor their
progress and to make future changes that will enhance their work (assessment as
learning). Finally, educators can use the ePortfolio as a criteria-based assessment,
whereby they provide the students with an assessment rubric initially and then award
a grade based on how well the student has achieved the learning outcomes. It is clear
that ePortfolios provide an authentic mode of assessment that can address the learning
outcomes of the module, enhance student learning while not relying simply on a
regurgitation of facts.
6.2.2 Student learning experiences
The evidence from this study indicates that creating an ePortfolio had a positive
impact on the student learning experience. Students reported that the process of
creating and developing an ePortfolio encouraged reflection, expression, and
creativity, thus enhancing and deepening their learning experiences. One of the clear
benefits of creating and developing an ePortfolio that emerged from this research is
that it provided the students with the opportunity for peer learning, where they learn
with and from each other. The majority of students in this study reported that
feedback from peers and peer support were among the most useful resources in
creating their ePortfolio. This is a significant finding within this study as peer support
has been found to be a very effective resource in the successful implementation of
ePortfolios and resonates with previous studies such as Ryan, J.A, 2018;O’Keeffe &
Donnelly, 2013 & Bollinger & Shepherd, 2010. This finding can also inform future
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support strategies to be implemented by the university to support students in the
creation and development of their ePortfolios.
6.2.2.1 Recommendations

If ePortfolios are to be integrated into the undergraduate curriculum in a meaningful
way that supports and encourages peer learning, teaching methods may have to
change to allow for more opportunities for students to engage in collaborative
learning e.g. project work, groupwork activities. This study has highlighted the
benefit of peer help and feedback to student learning. It is suggested that a peer
mentor system should be introduced in the university to help promote the use of
ePortfolios and to support other students in the process of creating an ePortfolio.
6.2.3 Training and Support
The evidence from this study suggests that the majority of students had not received
training on how to create and manage their ePortfolio. Successful implementation of
the ePortfolio into a third level curriculum requires that adequate supports and
training must be in place for both students and academic staff. It is important that
educators have access to appropriate training, so that they can support their students
during the process of creating an ePortfolio. It would also be beneficial for educators
to create an ePortfolio themselves first, so that they would be better equipped to give
direction to their students and respond to any challenges that may arise. Students
identified the need for extra workshops to cover IT skills, addition of artefacts and
how to create and navigate the ePortfolio. The students also commented that a basic
level of IT skills is necessary for creating the ePortfolio e.g., creating a word
document and that workshops should also be offered in this area.
6.2.3.1 Recommendations

The experiences of receiving training and guidance from the HEI and the educators
varied across the student experience. A lack of common ePortfolio implementation
was observed and needs to be addressed. A screening of students’ levels of computer
skills could be carried out at the beginning of the academic year and then the relevant
resources and supports could be implemented by the college. A V & R map would
also offer a more nuanced way of understanding the digital capabilities of the
students. It is important that students receive adequate training and support in the
creation of their ePortfolio. The technology acceptance model (TAM) initially
presented in Chapter 2, highlights perceived ease of use as one of the key factors in
92

determining acceptance and use of a particular technology. If students have persistent
difficulties in using the technology needed to create their ePortfolios this may result
in a high level of disengagement.
6.2.4 Platform used
The evidence from this study indicates that a variety of platforms are currently being
used by the students to create their ePortfolios. Pathbrite was cited as the most used
platform, however, this may be a direct correlation with the fact that most of the
students in this study were from the Department of Health & Social Science, where
Pathbrite is the most common platform used. Overall, students were comfortable with
using Pathbrite with just three of participants indicating that they had difficulty using
and navigating this platform. Students also indicated that they used platforms such as
Google Docs, YouTube, Wiki, Blackboard Journal and Dropbox to create their
ePortfolio
6.2.4.1 Recommendations

The findings of this study indicate that support and guidance is necessary to ensure
students are comfortable and confident with using the chosen platform to create their
ePortfolio. It is suggested that one platform should be chosen to be used on an
institution wide basis. It would be easier for the university to provide the necessary
supports if one type of platform is being used rather than a variety of platforms. The
chosen platform needs to be flexible and adaptable and be able to meet the
accreditation needs of certain disciplines e.g., nurses using ePortfolios to demonstrate
that they meet revalidation requirements.
6.2.5 Digital Literacy Skills
This study has found that through the addition of digital artefacts to their ePortfolio
students can provide evidence of their learning in creative ways. The creation of these
artefacts requires a certain level of technical skills on the part of the student and the
participants in this study indicated that these skills develop over time and with
guidance. The evidence from this study suggests that the process of creating an
ePortfolio also enhanced students’ level of digital skills, particularly in creating and
editing video and audio files. Interestingly, results from this study showed that there
were no differences in improvement in digital literacy skills between the two age
groups 18-22 and 23 years and over. This is an important finding as there is a
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tendency to view the 18-22 age cohort as being more comfortable and confident with
technology. These findings suggest that the creation of an ePortfolio creates “a level
playing field” when it comes to developing skills more aligned with academic
technologies.
6.2.5.1 Recommendations

The creation of ePortfolios, requires a high level of support and guidance from both
academic and support staff until students become comfortable with using the
technology, particularly students with less advanced skills. It is recommended that
staff who are administering ePortfolios should have undergone continuous
professional development and should also have access to adequate levels of training
in order for them to support their students in the process of creating and developing
an ePortfolio.
6.2.6 Instructional videos
The evidence from this study suggests that students found YouTube “how to” videos
a useful resource in creating their ePortfolio particularly if they had problems with
using the technology. Videos are an effective way of providing support to students
who are having problems with the ePortfolio system or in developing certain sections
of their ePortfolio.
6.2.6.1 Recommendations

Educators should consider creating their own instructional videos to provide support
and guidance to students in creating their ePortfolio. Students can access these
videos at any time, pause and repeat instructions as necessary. The visual and
auditory nature of videos appeals to a lot of learners. Educators should explore the
potential of creating bespoke resources and curating resources.
6.2.7 Prospective employers
Over half of the students in this study indicated that it would be unlikely or extremely
unlikely that they would share their ePortfolio with prospective employers. Current
literature identifies one of the main benefits of creating an ePortfolio as providing
students with the opportunity to demonstrate their skills and abilities to prospective
employers. In the Covid and Post Covid environment many employers switched from
using the traditional paper curriculum vitae to placing increased value on using the
ePortfolio as a way of assessing the applicant and “seeing the candidates’ skills for
the position” (Holtzman, 2021, p.1).An ePortfolio is not solely an online cv. Students
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can demonstrate their skills and competencies through “video and project based
artefacts within the ePortfolio (ibid. p.19)
6.2.7.1 Recommendations

It is important that educators highlight and demonstrate the benefits of ePortfolio use
to students and to explain how ePortfolios will aid their job search and demonstrate
important skills to prospective employers. It is also suggested that career services
within the university could use the ePortfolio as a tool to showcase students’ skills
and abilities to help students find employment. HEI’s should work with registration
organisations to explore the benefits of ePortfolios in the recruitment and CPD
processes.
6.2.8 Time
One of the key challenges for the students in this study was the amount of time
needed to create their ePortfolio. The amount of time required to develop the
ePortfolio was referred to “as the worst part of it.” Students also found the additional
workload of completing an ePortfolio while on work placement to be very
challenging. The participants were asked to give advice to a friend that was just
starting to create an ePortfolio and most of their advice centred around time
management i.e. emphasis was placed on the need to be organised and to work on the
ePortfolio “bit by bit” rather than “leaving it until the last minute.”
6.2.8.1 Recommendations

As mentioned in the previous chapter, a study by Zhong & Hartsell (2015)
recommend teaching the ePortfolio in segments, allowing some sections of the
ePortfolio to be completed during class time and allowing the students more time to
complete the ePortfolio across their course help students to manage their time
efficiently. Recognition of the time invested by students in creating and developing
their ePortfolio, through perhaps extra credit weighting, may help to increase student
engagement and motivation.
6.2.9 Implementation of ePortfolios
The evidence from this study indicates that the implementation of ePortfolios in MTU
(Kerry Campus) is happening on an ad hoc basis (bottom-up approach). Over 70% of
the participants in this study were students in the Department of Health & Social
science which suggests that this is where ePortfolios are mainly being implemented.
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6.2.9.1 Recommendations

Successful implementation of ePortfolios on an institution-wide basis requires a topdown approach to be taken and ePortfolio initiatives need to be supported by
institutional policy. Policy guidelines are necessary in determining what learning
outcomes and standards are to be assessed, suitable curricula and type of platform to
be used to create the ePortfolio.

6.3 Reflections on the research process
The following section outlines reflections on the research process. Rolfe et al.’s
reflective model (2001) focuses on three simple questions: What? So What? Now
what?. The researcher used these questions as reflective prompts when writing the
following reflections.

•

The option of “dislike of IT” was included as an option in question 12 of the
questionnaire. In hindsight this was a vague term that could have been
interpreted by the students in a number of ways. On reflection it would have
been useful to have included a comment box after this question as it would
have allowed the student to expand on the specific areas of IT that they
disliked.

•

The five interview participants in this study were not asked to share their
ePortfolios with the researcher.It would be beneficial in future studies if
participants were interviewed with their ePortfolios. The students would then
be able to provide examples which would be particularly beneficial in
answering questions such as “What was the best part/worst part of creating
your ePortfolio?”

•

All the interview participants were very enthusiastic and motivated to use
their ePortfolio and had a positive experience with the creation process. It
would have added greater insight into the student experience to interview a
student that had a negative experience with the ePortfolio. Future studies
could include participants that had difficulties for example in using the
platform, adding artefacts, or reflective thinking process.
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•

The main purpose of this study was to understand the individual experiences
of the students in creating and developing their ePortfolio. IPA is suited to
smaller studies and proved to be a very useful approach in this research as
there were only five interview participants. This type of interpretative analysis
allowed the researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of a number of
individuals’s lived experiences which may not be uniform in all cases but are
nonetheless relevant to the individual concerned. The extent to which these
experiences were reflected in other cases or were unique was then considered
by the researcher. Smaller case studies, such as this research project, facilitate
the IPA approach very well, as opposed to larger groups where recurring
themes (e.g. thematic analysis) need to be identified and more unique
experiences may be lost in the pursuit of recurring themes.

•

I am a primary school teacher and I have a keen interest in information
technology and its impact on the area of education. As a result of completing
this research, I can see the benefits for students in the creation of ePortfolios
for critically assessing and reflecting on their work even at primary level and
will be introducing ePortfolios to the primary classroom in the next academic
year. In the future it would be interesting to examine student perspectives of
ePortfolio use within the primary curriculum.

•

This was my first time using IPA analysis an expert in the area of qualitative
analysis was consulted on a one-to-one basis to help me to become familiar
with qualitative research methods and in the use of NVivo (12) software. I
really enjoyed qualititative research, in particular identifying themes and
seeing patterns emerge during the analysis phase. The skills that I have
developed throughout the research process in the areas of thematic analysis
and using Nvivo software will be beneficial to me in the future.

6.4 Recommendations for future research
•

This study gained insight into the experiences of creating an ePortfolio from a
small cohort of students in MTU (Kerry Campus) (n=72). The small number
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of responses (n=72) to the online questionnaire could be regarded as a
limitation to the study and may call into question the generalisability of the
study. However,the aim of this study was not to generalise to a large
population but to ascertain if ePortfolios enhanced students ‘educational
experiences in MTU Kerry Campus and through the information obtained in
the study to help maximise their potential and to limit difficulties that may
arise while creating their ePortfolios. Undertaking a large scale multiinstitutional study involving a larger number of students, would enable
comparisons to be drawn and lessons to be learnt from good practice
regarding such areas as; in-class implementation and institutional support.
•

The sharing of artefacts among peers is thought to stimulate new ideas and is
helpful for knowledge creation (Chang et al.,2018). It would be interesting to
have ascertained from the students if they had provided exemplars of their
own work as well as feedback to their peers. This question could be included
as part of a future study.

•

ePortfolios are digital tools that can help educators to gain deeper insights
and understanding of how their students are learning. Future qualitative
research could analyse student reflections and artefacts as way of measuring
the level of student engagement with their ePortfolio.This research could also
extend to examining male/female differences in reflective practice.

•

Research has shown that an ePortfolio can be a helpful tool for children with
additional needs as it can be used to acknowledge progress and document
milestones. Future research could focus on the benefits of using an ePortfolio
both on the part of the student and special education educators.

•

ePortfolios are increasingly being considered by employers as an alternative
to the traditional paper c.v. Future research in this area could include
connecting with prospective employers in order to identify attitudes and
opinions towards ePortfolio use for employment and advice on what should be
included in the ePortfolio.
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Appendix B – Information letter for participants

INFORMATION LEAFLET FOR QUESTIONNAIRE PARTICIPANTS – Phase 1
Study Overview

Study Title: Student perspectives of ePortfolio implementation within an Irish HEI
Principal Investigator: Dr. Tom Farrelly
Names of co-investigators: Ms. Fiona Walsh, Ms. Louise Nagle
What is this study about? This study is being undertaken by a Master of Arts by
Research Student currently being funded under MTU (Kerry’s) Funded Bursary
programme. The principal aim of the research is to capture the perspectives of
students in a small Irish HEI during the process of ePortfolio implementation.
Why is this study important?
The key gaps in the knowledge base that this study will fill:
1.

lack of understanding of the student experience

2.

the challenges they face while engaging with ePortfolios and

3.

provision of recommendations to meet the difficulties encountered.

4.

the research will also provide an insight into how ePortfolios are best
supported and implemented at a local and institutional level.

What will be required of me if I agree to participate?
If you decide to participate in the study, you will be asked to complete a
short online questionnaire (approx. 7 mins to complete). The questionnaire will ask
you questions about your experience of ePortfolios within the third level
curriculum. Participation is entirely voluntary, and you are free to withdraw.
There is a second additional phase of the study - If you participate in the questionnaire
phase and wish to take part in the interview, phase please click on the second link that
was included in the email you have received.

What are the risks (if any) of participation? How are any risks managed?
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We do not anticipate any negative outcomes from participating in this study.
Responses will be anonymized and confidential, furthermore this study does not plan
on broaching sensitive topics, either in the questionnaire or the interviews. Should
you experience any distress arising from participating in this research, please
contact Fiona Walsh at
while the principal
Investigator is also contactable at
What are the benefits (direct/indirect) of participation?
The principal aim of this research is to capture the perspectives of MTU (Kerry)
students regarding their experience of ePortfolio use in the Institute. Taking part in
this study will help the University’s teaching and learning strategy, by providing
insight into the challenges and experiences that students face when engaging
with ePortfolios and how the student experience with ePortfolios can be enhanced.

Consent Process
If I refuse to participate in this research will it have any consequences for me?
Participation in this study is completely voluntary and there is no obligation to
participate. There are no consequences for not participating nor any reward for
participating in this study. None of your educators nor any other member of the
MTU (Kerry) community will know whether you participated.

Data Protection
Data Controller: Dr. Tom Farrelly
Data Processor: Ms. Louise Nagle (Co-supervisor) & Ms. Fiona Walsh (Researcher)
Data Protection Officer: Ms. Brenda Clifford
Lawful base for use of personal data: In accordance with Article 6 and Article 9 of the
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) there is lawful basis for this research
project. The research was assessed by the Institute Research Ethics Committee and
ethical approval was granted on 4th Feb 2021.
What type of personal data will be collected? In the online questionnaire you will
not be asked to provide your name or any personal identifying information; the only
details that will be collected will be the name of the school in which you are studying
(STEM; HSS or BCH) and the current stage of your study.
How will my data be stored and for how long? The data will be stored for a period
of five years. The storage and maintenance of the data will be in line with best
practice guidance on GDPR. The data will be stored for a period of five years. The
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storage and maintenance of the data will be in line with best practice guidance on
GDPR.
How will my data be destroyed? All records and data will be disposed of
appropriately, in accordance with MTU (Kerry) Data Protection Policy.
What will happen to the results?
Anonymized results will be collated and incorporated into the project dissertation
and any subsequent conference presentations or proceedings and journal
publications.
Will the research be published and in what format? The final version of the thesis
will be deposited in MTU (Kerry Campus) library. It is the intention to present at
appropriate conferences and seek publication in peer reviewed academic
journals. Results and research outputs will be made available in MTU’s institutional
repository SWORD.
How will my identity be protected? All data will be treated in the strictest
confidence with only the two supervisors and the researcher having access to the
raw data.
Has the data protection implications of this study been assessed? The data
collected will not be shared for commercial purposes and beyond the state.

Details of Ethical Approval
Name of Ethics Committee: MTU (Kerry) – Institute Research Ethics Committee
(IREC)
Date of Ethical Approval: 4th February 2021
Points of Contact
Name and Contact Details of Principal Investigator: Dr. Tom Farrelly

Name and Contact Details of Co-investigator as required: Louise Nagle and Fiona Walsh Chair of Ethics Committee and Contact Details: Chair of MTU (Kerry) Research
Ethics Committee, c/o Registrar’s Office, MTU (Kerry) - "Institute Ethics Committee"
irec@ittralee.ie
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Appendix C – Participant information for interview phase
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Appendix D – Interview Questions
Interview Questions
1. Can you tell me about your ePortfolio? (a) What was the best part of
creating your ePortfolio? (b) What was the worst part?
2. How have you found using the technology? (a) What platform did you
use? (b) How did you find navigating/using your ePortfolio? (c) How
did you find the process of locating/adding artefacts to your ePortfolio?
(d) How did you find creating the ePortfolio?
3. From your experience, what would you say are the benefits of using an
ePortfolio? (Developing IT skills, reflective writing skills, sharing with
employer). Have you benefitted from developing an ePortfolio?
4. What would you say are your personal key costs when using an
ePortfolio? (Buying equipment, time etc.).
5. Time taken to create the ePortfolio seems to be a general issue for
people (from analysis of questionnaires). What are your thoughts about
this?
6. (a) What was your experience of the support you received in the
creation and development of your ePortfolio? (b) Have you any
suggestions for supports that you would like to see being offered by the
university in relation to ePortfolio development?
7. Do you think the reflective process would be different depending on the
mode of technology used (e.g., podcast, written piece, video,
infographic)?
8. Will you use your ePortfolio or any other ePortfolio in the future? If yes
– how? If No – why? What would you change about your ePortfolio to
make it useful for securing employment?
9. Is there anything else that you could tell me to help me understand your
experiences with using an ePortfolio or any other opinions about the use
of ePortfolios?
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